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Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation was the first book published in Britain 

in the nineteenth century that made a comprehensive case arguing for the evolution of 

life. It appeared anonymously fifteen years before Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, 

and it was read and discussed by many leading scientific figures in Britain. This study 

analyzes Vestiges from the perspective of its author, the people’s essayist, publisher, and 

popular historian, Robert Chambers. Through a detailed exploration of Chambers’s 

background and cultural milieu, combined with a close analysis of some of the published 

sources he used and a rich array of archival materials held by the National Library of 

Scotland and St. Andrews University Special Collections, this dissertation argues that 

Vestiges was a genuine and passionate statement of faith in a providential, teleological 

universe unfolding according to God’s plan. Rather than presenting this religious 

worldview merely as a step along a path leading to secularization, as have many histories 

analyzing this period, this study focuses attention on how Chambers used his 

unconventional natural theology to reconcile seeming oppositions between scientific 

discoveries and religious ideals and values, and the compromise presented in Vestiges 

remained a model of deistic, progressive, and purposeful evolution for many in the post-

Origin years. Drawing from sources stretching from the Scottish Enlightenment to later 

nineteenth-century Spiritualism, this study highlights the importance of place in science, 
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and how broader cultural influences combine with social interactions to shape 

interpretations of the natural world. Of particular significance in mid-nineteenth-century 

Edinburgh was a climate of transcendental and Romantic conceptions imported from 

Germany and France and promoted in its clubs, public lectures, private anatomy schools, 

and university. Chambers and his Vestiges provide a window into a scientific and literary 

culture that was infused with an alternative vision uniquely influential in post-

Enlightenment Scotland. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation was the first popular and wide-selling book 

arguing for the evolution of species to be published in the English language.1 Although 

written by the extremely well known and highly esteemed Edinburgh publisher and 

essayist Robert Chambers, it was produced and distributed anonymously. Vestiges 

emerged in 1844, fifteen years before Charles Darwin’s much better known On the 

Origin of Species.2 Vestiges stimulated tremendous controversy and a great deal of 

critical derision, yet it went through eleven editions and sold over 24,000 copies during 

its author’s lifetime; the most significant study of it to date characterizes it as a ‘Victorian 

Sensation.’3 Chambers never publicly acknowledged his role in producing the book, 

though he secretly supported and defended his conception even after it was relegated to 

little more than a footnote in the history of evolution by the more convincing theory of 

natural selection. 

 Vestiges provides a sweeping overview of many of the sciences of interest to early 

Victorian culture, although the content of the scientific ideas is sometimes shallow or 

misinformed. Its major topics include astronomy, geology, anatomy and physiology, 

natural history, the races of the human species, and phrenology, all woven together under 

the unifying banner of ‘natural law.’ The book begins with a cosmological theory of the 

formation of stars and the solar system, arguing that they developed through time via 

secondary causes under the direction of God’s will through a process that was then 

known as the ‘nebular hypothesis.’ It next focuses on the formation of the physical 

geography and geology of the earth and how geological history demonstrates its 

                                                
1 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844).  
2 Charles Darwin, On the origin of species by means of natural selection, or the preservation of favoured 
races in the struggle for life (London: John Murray, 1859). 
3 James A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship 
of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). 
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development over time as the proper home for the various species of life on the scale of 

being, leading to the final development of mankind, the pinnacle of the scale for the time 

being. The process by which life has changed over time on this planet, and by analogy, 

has or will on all of the others, was said by the author to be directed by a ‘Law of 

Development,’ which he applied to the formation of stars and planets, the earth itself, and 

all of the living species leading up to man, as well as the history of the human species and 

society. He maintained that the whole of life was unfolding over time, with individual 

species destined to occupy particular roles in a transcendental classification system that 

ensures that development cannot be a random or self-directed process. Finally, the book 

concludes with an extensive discussion of the development of languages and the races of 

man. It presents the phrenological conception of the human mind as entirely the result of 

organization, asserting mankind’s place as just as much a part of nature and its laws as 

any other living being. The entire cosmology is presented within a natural theological and 

metaphysical framework, arguing that an immanent, primitive Creator commands and 

directs the entire process through His ordained laws. It is teleological throughout and 

infused with particularly strong transcendental elements, though many influential 

contemporary critics perceived it as entirely materialistic.  

 Philosophical and theological questions bear especial importance in the study of 

the history of science in Britain and America because so much of the science produced 

there during the first half of the nineteenth century, particularly that related to the history 

of life and the human mind, was presented and discussed in the context of its bearing on 

theological conceptions. A theory of species change and human origins, then, at that time 

and place, was every bit as much a theological theory as a scientific one, and almost 

everyone in Britain and America understood it that way. At the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, the idea of transmutation had not only been considered scientifically 

unwarranted but also had been associated with atheism and the breakdown of the social 

order.  

 The life lived by Robert Chambers is essential to this story. He often seemed torn 

by the changes wrought in his world—changes he himself helped to effect. While acting 
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the part of a rising middle class reformer, Chambers was deeply influenced by the Tory 

historical novelist and Romantic Sir Walter Scott and the poet Robert Burns, the 

traditions of his upbringing and Presbyterian education in the Borders of Scotland, and 

the intellectual heritage of the Scottish Enlightenment. Chambers was also deeply 

embedded in the unique intellectual and alternative religious culture of Edinburgh, the 

capital of Scotland (in both politics and publishing)—a community that honored 

speculation, harbored numerous heterodox thinkers in both science and religion, and was 

home to the Royal Society of Edinburgh.  

 This dissertation addresses Vestiges through the perspective of its author and his 

geographical, social, cultural, and intellectual context. Because my aim is to understand 

the influences and ideas that went into the formulation of the book, I consider both its 

author’s culture and his personal life experiences as necessary components of this project. 

I therefore address the broader context of the Scottish Enlightenment that was still 

influential in 1830s and 1840s Edinburgh, provide a detailed account of Chambers’s 

childhood and early years in business, and discuss at length the Romantic literary 

influences that shaped not only his style but the content of his ideas. I also address the 

unique political climate in Edinburgh during this period and some of the attitudes and 

proclivities that Chambers showed toward the political aspects of his culture.  

 After setting up the context with this background, I delve deeply into the internal 

scientific and metaphysical content of Vestiges to discuss how the ideas presented in it fit 

into the scientific culture of its time. I address both the theories and facts out of which 

Chambers composed his evolutionary ideas, paying particular attention to the sources he 

used. I also address the philosophical approach Chambers took toward scientific theory 

and practice, measuring it against the standards of the scientific practitioners of the 

period. Metaphysical and religious elements are ever present in both the book and my 

treatment of it, and I conclude my discussion with a look at how Vestiges fits into the 

religious beliefs and activities of its author. My overarching argument is that for 

Chambers Vestiges was a testimony of his faith in natural religion. The study of nature 
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through a philosophical and speculative approach to science was the key for Chambers to 

understanding God and mankind’s place in His Creation.  

 Robert Chambers was born in 1802 in the village of Peebles in the Scottish 

Borders, the second child of James Chambers, who was a cloth merchant and manager of 

weavers. The family was relatively well off and Chambers’s father served on the town 

council, but a bankruptcy when Chambers was about twelve years old forced the family 

to relocate to Edinburgh. While Chambers was intended by his family to become a 

clergyman, their financial situation made it impossible for him to continue his education 

so at a young age he went into business selling books. Chambers and his older brother, 

William, were both born with hexadactylism—with vestiges of an extra finger on each 

hand and an extra toe on each foot. In Robert’s case, the supernumerary toes had bones 

that protruded out from the side of his feet and were not completely amputated, causing 

him substantial discomfort until he could afford the extra cost to have special shoes made 

in his early adulthood. As a young man, Robert made a name for himself as a writer 

among the Edinburgh antiquarian community with his Illustrations of the Author of 

Waverly (1822) and Traditions of Edinburgh (1823-1824); both titles were originally 

printed by his brother William.4 Robert followed these up with numerous works, 

including collections of Scottish verses, histories, guidebooks, and biographical sketches. 

He also edited a conservative newspaper early in his career. In 1832, William founded 

Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, which aimed to provide wholesome and entertaining 

reading at a cheap price for ordinary people. Robert soon joined the venture, and the 

brothers made a potent team. Between Robert’s skills as a writer and editor and 

William’s business acumen, their publishing enterprise was highly successful, selling tens 

of thousands of copies per week of the Journal as well as cheap printings of educational 

works and classics to meet the voluminous demand for reading among the increasingly 

literate working and rising middle classes. By the early 1840s, Chambers was able to 

retreat from working full-time at the firm and take up residence in St. Andrews, where he 

                                                
4 Robert Chambers, Illustrations of the Author of Waverly (Edinburgh: William Chambers, 1822); Robert 
Chambers, Traditions of Edinburgh (Edinburgh: William Chambers, 1823-1824).  
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composed Vestiges in secret. The manuscript was copied by Chambers’s wife and then 

sent via an intermediary in Manchester to the printer in London. The book was released 

by the Churchill firm, a respected publisher of scientific and medical works.  

 Chambers had the heart of a poet, not a politician, and the mind of a historian and 

speculative philosopher rather than a scientist—despite his best efforts. From the time of 

its conception until Chambers’s death, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation was 

his boldest and most sublime personal creation—a public expression of his highest ideals 

and his most intimate beliefs; yet its controversial and heterodox content could have 

caused serious damage to everything else he had spent his life working for—his family, 

his business, his influence on reforming and shaping British culture through educating its 

people, and his place as a respected gentleman in Edinburgh society. That this gentle, 

kind, unpretentious man, in so many ways a paragon of the middle-class Victorian self-

help success story, took so great a risk to give the world an audacious speculative theory 

is just one of many enigmas that abound in the Vestiges story. 

 
Methodology and Philosophy  

The most recent and most influential work on Vestiges is a masterful monograph, 

Victorian Sensation, written by James A. Secord and released in 2000. This broad-

sweeping and theoretically sophisticated study, based on over a decade of meticulous 

research, is an invaluable contribution to the historiography of Victorian culture and 

science. Secord does a beautiful job of explaining how Vestiges is constructed like a work 

of Romantic fiction, an interpretation I follow here but also extend and emend to include 

other elements of Romantic literature produced in Scotland. The focus of Victorian 

Sensation, however, is overtly on the reception of the book rather than its creation. 

Secord affirms that he has not written the biography of a book, “centered on production 

and authorship”—rather his focus is on the reception of the book as a commercial product 

and how its meaning was made by its readers.5 While consummately executed, Secord’s 

treatment left the ideas that the print on the pages of Vestiges signified somewhat 

                                                
5 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 2.  
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mysterious, especially as they related to the author’s own intentions. As Evelleen 

Richards notes in a mostly glowing review, “Secord’s magnificent Victorian Sensation is 

cast within the framework of recent literary criticism that has so thoroughly debrained 

and killed off the author of the text.”6 Secord suggested in reply that authorial “intentions 

can only be significant insofar as readers acknowledge and interpret them.”7 

 My approach here is substantially different from Secord’s, as I take my methods 

mainly from the fields of biography and intellectual history, and I focus not only on 

revivifying Chambers as an authorial personage, but also on contextualizing and 

exploring the ideas in Vestiges as I believe its author understood them—since, as I am 

sure Secord would agree, books are first made by authors before they are ever there to be 

interpreted by readers. 8  I consider the content of ideas and their relationships with other 

ideas as well as with cultural and social factors to be inherently significant in their own 

right. I also believe that it is individuals who make both science and society—not 

individually, of course, but qua individuals. Chambers was a man who made a difference 

to his world—even though his theory of development was rejected, some of the core 

ideas within which it was framed had substantial impact that may be missed if we limit 

our approach to recorded reactions to his work. I believe that authorial intentions can 

have subtle and far-reaching impacts on readers without their awareness or 

acknowledgment.   

                                                
6 Michael Taylor, Evelleen Richards, and Adrian Johns, “Review Symposium: Vestigial Sensations,” 
Metascience, 11 (March 2002), 4-27; quote on 11.  
7 James Secord, “Author’s Response,” Metascience, 11 (March 2002), 28-33; quote on 31. 
8 From E. Richards again: “In a creative manoeuvre, Secord even turns Chambers into his own closest 
reader and so resurrects him from certain post-modern death by following him through his published and 
private responses to his critical readers. The author lives on, lobotomized of his suspect authorial intentions 
and interpretations, as validated reader, while readers in turn become authors (ghost writers?) as Chambers 
writes their critiques into the text” (Richards, “Review Symposium: Vestigial Sensations,” 11).  Adrian 
Johns also suggests the historian’s regress problem in his review: Johns, “Review Symposium: Vestigial 
Sensations,” 23. Secord answers these concerns with: “Insofar as I may have succeeded in minimizing the 
effects of the historian’s regress, it is not by retreating to the bunker of brute facts, but by combining the 
tools of literary theory with the techniques of narrative social history” (James Secord, “Author’s 
Response,” 32). My personal historical philosophy is that brute facts are less likely to lead us astray than is 
literary theory—a position that will guide my interpretations throughout this study. I believe that we should 
not dismiss what we can all actually see—the words in the text—and the author’s own stated intentions 
when these are available. 
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  Because of my focus on the author and his intended purposes, I address here almost 

exclusively the first edition of Vestiges, before the impact of reviews and responses 

caused Chambers to alter his argument to meet those criticisms. While I discuss key 

aspects of a few later editions—both to point out when Chambers resisted critiques and to 

discuss certain amendments for which I have archival evidence of authorial intention—

the fact that the later editions of Vestiges were emended by hired help makes it hard to 

distinguish Chambers’s own ideas from those of others. The purest formulations of the 

theory from Chambers’s own perspective are found in the first edition and in the defense 

he wrote in 1845, Explanations, so these are my main sources to explain his ideas. That 

Chambers reduced his reliance on the nebular hypothesis and Macleay’s theory of 

classification is interesting; that he never explicitly rejected outright either is, for my 

purposes, even more so.  

 Robert Richards’s The Romantic Conception of Life provides the main model for my 

interpretation of Chambers’s work as being best explored through the category ‘Romantic 

science.’ Richards’s title has a double meaning—the ‘Romantic conception of life’ 

concerns both the lived life of the individual and life on earth. Following his methods, I 

have focused intensely on the details of Chambers’s unique story and history. Richards 

presents four themes that are equally relevant to both the study of science in a Romantic 

fashion and to Romantic science—conceptions of self, aesthetics, morality, and personal 

relationships.9 As Richards insists, “Though the New Critics of the 1940s and 1950s 

attempted to coax the authorial genie out of the well-wrought urn—and the 

postmodernists of our day simply refuse to believe in him—I think it is impossible to 

exorcise the daemon.”10 While it may indeed be possible, I argue that doing so robs us of 

essential information that could help elucidate possible meanings that are not made 

explicit in archival and other records of readers’ interpretations. There were tens of 

thousands of readers for whom Vestiges was their first exposure to the scientific evidence 

                                                
9 Robert Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), xviii.  
10 Richards, Romantic Conception, xviii. 
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for evolution and how it could be reconciled with God’s creative action, yet only a very 

few left a record of their impressions.  

 I also follow Thomas Kuhn’s foundational sociological proposition that appeals to 

what counts as authoritative in science, as in most other fields, ultimately can go no 

higher than the judgment of the relevant community.11 I therefore take that judgment very 

seriously. I do not assume, as have many historians and sociologists following Kuhn’s 

lead in a direction he never intended it to go, that such judgment is in any way arbitrary, 

always or even usually politically biased, or merely a matter of ‘taste.’ I explicitly reject 

the principle of ‘symmetry’ presented by David Bloor in his 1976 Knowledge and Social 

Imagery, which demands that explanations for all knowledge claims, whether ultimately 

regarded as ‘true’ or ‘false,’ ‘rational’ or ‘irrational,’ be handled in the same way and 

explained via the same causal mechanisms.12 I agree with Larry Laudan that the causes 

underlying why certain individuals find some things more rational than others vary, and 

can no more be attributed to one class of determinants than biology, chemistry, and 

sociology can be explained through one scientific law.13 The attempt to provide a 

thoroughly symmetrical treatment of every body of ideas whose proponents claimed them 

as ‘sciences’ has resulted in the epistemological standards of the period of this study 

being subsumed and sometimes even undermined.  

 In my experience in the world and in my study of history, I find that sociopolitical 

explanations especially are not universally satisfying in accounting for theory choices or 

the interpretation of evidence. I consider natural science, through its use of specific 

methods and particular warrants for evaluating truth, to be a uniquely progressive 

enterprise that contrasts in quite significant ways with religion, politics, and philosophy. 

Steven Shapin has suggested that to separate out the intellectual from the social requires 

justification—I find that justification in the need to create a multi-dimensional and 

holistic picture of scientific practice and scientific thought in the past that neither 

                                                
11 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962). 
12 David Bloor, Knowledge and Social Imagery (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1976). This book is 
often cited as the founding philosophical text of the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (SSK) movement. 
13 See Larry Laudan, Beyond Positivism and Relativism (Oxford: Westview Press, 1996), 192-201. 
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privileges nor discounts factors such as evidentiary support, quality of reasoning, and the 

consistency of the fit between the two.14 These issues were very much on the minds and 

in the rhetoric of the men involved in the process and therefore deserve our respect and 

attention. I address some of the epistemological standards of the individuals making up 

the relevant scientific community, why Vestiges did not live up to those standards from 

the viewpoint of most of those individuals, and why it was that Chambers could not or 

would not meet those standards in his work. The deep metaphysics at the base of his 

ideas and his genuine lack of expertise in the practice and comprehension of science were 

obvious to most of his critics. The term ‘pseudo-science’ was certainly not unknown in 

the 1840s, and Vestiges was one of the works that was so labeled in its own time.15 While 

the concept was just then being formulated, Vestiges was a paradigmatic case according 

to one leading light of the coming generation, Thomas Henry Huxley.16 One significant 

                                                
14 Steven Shapin, “Phrenological Knowledge and the Social Structure of Early Nineteenth-Century 
Edinburgh,” Annals of Science, Vol. 32, Issue 3 (May 1975), 219-243; especially 222-223.  
15 Many of the early nineteenth-century uses of the term ‘pseudo-science’ recognize that the doctrines so 
classified contained a grain of truth in either their substance or their critique of dominant doctrines. 
Phrenology and animal magnetism were both supported by Chambers, and phrenology explicitly so in the 
pages of Vestiges, and each were frequently referred to as ‘pseudo-sciences’ in the 1830s and 1840s. 
Despite Alison Winter’s claim that to call them this is “anachronistic,” it was in fact the very word used by 
contemporaries (Alison Winter, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), 4). Some examples of the use of the term in the years before Vestiges can be found in 
“The Pseudo-sciences,” The St. James's Magazine, No. 1 (Jan.1842), 162-171, which defines the term 
through examples in a very sophisticated and even sympathetic treatment, and includes under the 
designation magic, alchemy, astrology, occult qualities such as ‘archetypes,’ animal magnetism, and 
homoeopathy; “Review of Dr. Prunet’s Nervous Diseases of Authors,” The Edinburgh Journal of Medical 
Science, Vol. III (Jan.-Apr. 1827), 389-395, which is also quite sympathetic in places and includes animal 
magnetism, Broussaism, phrenology, and physiognomy in the designation. Broad general pronouncements 
of being unscientific or unphilosophical were also common among those who were outside the mainstream 
themselves. The passionate Scottish proponent of animal magnetism John Campbell Colquhoun proclaimed 
of ‘phreno-magnetism’:  “Before proceeding to expose the monstrous fallacy upon which the composite 
structure of this pseudo-science reposes, it may be proper to make my readers aware that I am no 
Phrenologist” (John Campbell Colquhoun, The Fallacy of Phreno-Magnetism Detected and Exposed 
(Edinburgh: W. Wilson, 1843), 4. Other mentions of ‘pseudo-science can be found in The Medical 
Quarterly Review, Vol. I (1834), 317; The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. XX (Jul. -Dec. 1843), 170; The 
Living Age, Vol. II (Aug.–Oct. 1844), 751; The Medical Quarterly Review, Vol. IV (1835), 32; and J. 
Stephenson Bushnan, The Philosophy of Instinct and Reason (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1837), 
254.  
16 T. H. Huxley, Review of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, Tenth Edition, The British and 
Foreign Medico-Chirurgical Review (1854) Scientific Memoirs 5, accessed 2 March 2015, 
http://aleph0.clarku.edu/huxley/SM5/vest.html). 
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impact of the book was that it helped Huxley conceptually articulate his own theory of 

pseudoscience, and focused attention on some of the methodological issues that can 

create problems for both the practitioners of science and public perceptions of what 

scientists do.  

 The predominant concern among many historians addressing cases like Vestiges, 

phrenology, and mesmerism in the past thirty to forty years has been to elevate the losing 

side, to recover the reputation of popular movements that were belittled and rejected by 

most of the authoritative men of science at the time—and later Whig historians who 

uncritically took the scientists’ side.17 These historians seem to have taken E. P. 

Thompson’s call to ‘rescue’ the underdogs of history from  “the enormous condescension 

of posterity” a bit too far.18 While granting that the old-fashioned internalist histories of 

the 1940s-1970s have been justly criticized and that some of their shortcomings have 

been ameliorated by more sociologically informed historical analyses, I argue that in 

many ways these critiques have overshot their mark, and imposed a Whiggism of a 

different kind—in support of modern relativism and secularism—on the mid-nineteenth 

century.19  

 
Archival and Primary Sources 

The archival material I examined came predominantly from the National Library of 

Scotland in the Chambers and Combe papers kept there. I have also studied the records of 

the Edinburgh Philosophical Institute and an uncatalogued box of Chambers material, 

both held by the Edinburgh City Library; the relevant voting records and Episcopalian 

                                                
17 See James A. Secord, Introduction to Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation and Other Evolutionary 
Writings, by Robert Chambers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Shapin, “Phrenological 
Knowledge”; Winter, Mesmerized; Thomas E. Gieryn, Cultural Boundaries of Science (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999); Adrian Desmond, The Politics of Evolution: Morphology, Medicine, 
and Reform in Radical London (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); Roger Cooter, The Cultural 
Meaning of Popular Science: Phrenology and the Organization of Consent in Nineteenth-Century Britain  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984). 
18 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin Books, 1980), 12. 
19 Another of the founders of the relativist program promoted by SSK, Harry Collins, has recently come out 
with his own critique of this approach in the study of scientific knowledge: Harry Collins, Are We All 
Scientific Experts Now? (Cambridge: Polity, 2014). 
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Church records held by the Edinburgh City Archive; and the relevant Church of Scotland 

records held by the National Archives of Scotland. The University of Edinburgh and the 

University of Glasgow Special Collections provided supporting materials, including 

correspondence, unpublished lecture notes, letters in support of faculty candidates, and 

manuscripts. The Natural History Museum in London provided valuable letters from 

Richard Owen and Alfred Russel Wallace, among others, relating to issues in Vestiges 

and Chambers’s other pursuits.  

 Some of the most valuable sources I reviewed are maintained by the University of 

St. Andrews Special Collections. The University has preserved its lending records for the 

past few hundred years, and the Chambers entries from his time in St. Andrews while he 

was writing Vestiges contain crucial material for inferring uncited sources for his work. 

Also maintained there are the minutes of the St. Andrews Literary and Philosophical 

Society, of which Chambers was an active member during these important years. Perhaps 

most significantly, St. Andrews holds Chambers’s “Catechism of Natural Religion,” a 

source invaluable for exploring Chambers’s private religious beliefs. I was also 

privileged to have the opportunity to review the Chambers letters, notebooks and other 

material held privately by Ian White in Edinburgh and Peebles and by the late Sir Mark 

Norman in Oxfordshire.  

 My research included extensive review of the published sources that Chambers 

used in constructing his theory. Rare books, pamphlets, and journals held by the National 

Library of Scotland, the Harry Ransom Center, the University of Texas Libraries, the 

Linda Hall Library, and the University of Oklahoma History of Science Collections were 

essential to this work, as were the online collections provided by Archive.org and Google 

Books. Some of Chambers’s most important sources are well known or were cited, 

including works by John Pringle Nichol, George Combe, Louis Agassiz, John Phillips, 

and William Benjamin Carpenter, but I also examined many of the works that Chambers 

checked out of the St. Andrews University library to consult while he was writing 

Vestiges, as well as works he mentions in private papers and letters. Finally, I examined 

material written by his scientific contacts and friends in Edinburgh and Glasgow, as well 
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as material by public lecturers who presented there during the years Chambers was 

formulating his ideas. I have also examined many of the reviews of Vestiges and various 

books and pamphlets put out by men of science and religion who were disturbed enough 

by the book to publish on their own in response. I explored the general scientific context 

and the culture of Scotland and Edinburgh using various Scottish periodicals, the 

transactions of multiple scientific organizations, and many other books and pamphlets on 

various philosophical, religious, and pseudoscientific topics. Finally, Chambers’s other 

works in science, history, literature, Scottish culture, biography, general issue essays, and 

politics also play a crucial role in my interpretations. 

 

Historiography 

While Secord’s Victorian Sensation, addressed above, provides the most important 

treatment of Vestiges to date, historians of science and Victorian culture have long 

recognized the importance of Chambers’s ‘opus’ (as he called it) to the evolutionary 

debates of the nineteenth century. Most histories of evolution, however, have looked at 

Vestiges with sympathy even as they unconsciously undermined its significance by 

interpreting it mostly as a forerunner of Darwin.20 Loren Eiseley’s Darwin's Century: 

Evolution and the Men Who Discovered It, which first appeared in 1958, provides a 

classic example as it gives Vestiges a little over seven pages in the chapter “Minor 

Evolutionists.”21 Eiseley opened by identifying the author of Vestiges as a “scientific 

amateur,” and revealing how disappointed Chambers was that he was so harshly 

                                                
20 Secord discusses this tendency in Secord, Introduction, x. A few examples of works which take this 
approach to the Vestiges story include Arthur O. Lovejoy, “The Argument for Organic Evolution before the 
Origin of Species: 1830-1858,” in Forerunners of Darwin 1745-1859, eds. Bentley Glass,  Owsei Temkin, 
William L. Strauss, Jr. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1968), 356-414; Milton Millhauser, Just Before 
Darwin: Robert Chambers and Vestiges (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1959); Loren Eiseley, 
Darwin’s Century: Evolution and the Men Who Made It (Garden City: Doubleday, 1961); Ernst Mayr, The 
Growth of Biological Thought: Diversity, Evolution, and Inheritance (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1982). 
21 Eiseley, Darwin’s Century, 132-140. That Chambers was classified by Eiseley as a ‘minor evolutionist’ 
when his work was the most widely read on the topic before Darwin’s is evidence of how much the history 
of science has changed in the last fifty years.   
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criticized by men of science like Huxley.22 The importance of Vestiges in its own right 

has rarely been stressed and its implications not often followed through with much detail, 

but these lacunae have begun to be ameliorated in recent decades in works by John 

Lynch, Jonathan Hodge, Marilyn Ogilvie, Peter Bowler, and of course James Secord. 

Most recently, Robert Crawford’s Beginning and End of the World is of especial value 

for its focus on the local context of St. Andrews during Chambers’s years there 

composing Vestiges.23  

 The historiography relating directly to Vestiges and/or Robert Chambers can be 

divided into a few categories: introductions to posthumous editions of Vestiges, full-

length books and dissertations written during the second half of the twentieth century, 

chapters devoted to Chambers or to the content of Vestiges in collections or larger works, 

and articles in scholarly journals that treat one or more issues relating to Vestiges. There 

are only a few prior book-length treatments specifically devoted to the subjects I address 

here, including Milton Millhauser’s Just Before Darwin (based on his dissertation, 

“Robert Chambers, Evolution, and the Early Victorian Mind”), James Secord’s Victorian 

Sensation, and dissertations by Sondra Cooney, Marilyn Ogilvie, Gov Hutchinson, and 

Ryan Cameron MacPherson.24 Cooney is also at work on a detailed biography of Robert 

Chambers, but I did not have access to the content of that work at the time of this writing.  

 Charles Coulston Gillispie’s 1951 Genesis and Geology provided what may have 

been the most extensive analysis of Vestiges to that point in a chapter titled “The Vestiges 

                                                
22 Eiseley, Darwin’s Century, 132. 
23 Robert Crawford, The Beginning and End of the World: St. Andrews, Scandal and the Birth of 
Photography  (Edinburgh: Birlinn Press, 2011).  
24 Millhauser, Just Before Darwin; Sondra Miley Cooney, “Publishers for the People: W & R Chambers—
The Early Years, 1832-1850,” Ph.D. dissertation (Ohio State University, 1970); Marilyn Ogilvie, “Robert 
Chambers and The Successive Revisions of the Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,” PhD 
dissertation (The University of Oklahoma, 1973); Gov Hutchinson, “Robert Chambers’s Vision of Science: 
The Diffusion of Scientific ideas to the General Reader in Early-Victorian Britain,” PhD dissertation 
(Temple University, 1980);  Secord, Victorian Sensation, (2000); Ryan Cameron Macpherson, “The 
Vestiges of Creation and America’s Pre-Darwinian Evolution Debates: Interpreting Theology and the 
Natural Sciences in Three Academic Communities,” PhD dissertation (Notre Dame, 2003).  
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of Creation.”25 As did almost all of those who examined Vestiges before the 1980s, 

Gillispie presented its author as an ‘amateur,’ and even referred to Vestiges as 

‘pseudoscientific’ and perceived by contemporaries as ‘dangerous.’26 Gillispie suggested 

that Vestiges was the logical natural spawn from the geological and generally progressive 

theories common across several areas of Victorian science, which explains the 

vehemence with which mainstream men of science fought it since it seemed to be using 

their own scientific ideas against their most cherished metaphysical presumptions. 

Gillispie argued that for its critics, if science led to the likes of Vestiges, it was not really 

in the service of the faith after all, and should not, could not, be allowed to lead there. 

Gillispie pointed out that despite all the controversy raised by recent geologic 

discoveries, William Buckland had been given the post of Dean of Westminster in 

1845—science and religion had been, officially at least, in harmony.  

 Gillispie never questioned Chambers’s personal motives, stressing his statements 

defending his own faith, but without explicitly analyzing their implications for Chambers 

or the religion of Vestiges. Gillispie maintained that, “The only value of his book, thought 

Chambers, lay in its religious import, for it took knowledge to admire the divine.”27 

Gillispie presented Vestiges as challenging the precariously balanced role of natural 

theology in uplifting and supporting the traditional Christian faith. He did not follow 

through, however, precisely how the ideas in Vestiges support this view, which I do here. 

One of the main themes of Gillispie’s book is that changing conceptions of geological 

time and the processes of rock formation altered the role available to God. I argue that 

long before most of his critics, Chambers saw the coming desideratum for a further and, 

in fact, qualitative alteration in natural theological conceptions concerning the creation of 

life. I take Gillispie’s overall themes about the reception and meaning of Vestiges further 

by more explicitly analyzing the religious content of Vestiges within the milieu of 

                                                
25 Charles Coulston Gillispie, Genesis and Geology: A Study in the Relations of Scientific Thought, Natural 
Theology, and Social Opinion in Great Britain (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951; repr., New 
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1959). 
26 Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 162-163. 
27 Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 159. 
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alternative materialist theologies borrowed from naturphilosophie, transcendentalism, 

phrenology, and Romanticism. 

 Milton Millhauser’s 1959 monograph Just Before Darwin: Robert Chambers and 

Vestiges appeared amid a flurry of books celebrating Darwin’s triumph at the centenary 

of the publication of Origin. Millhauser’s title reflects the concerns of the times—

Darwinian evolution had dominated biology for nearly two decades since the formulation 

of the Modern Synthesis, and understanding the context out of which it arose was of great 

historical interest. Millhauser’s work, reflecting his interest as a scholar of Victorian 

literature, is the best published explication of the ideas in the text itself, but he lacked a 

thorough understanding of Chambers’s life and the scientific and religious climate, so the 

content in the book is not as well contextualized as it will be here. Millhauser is the only 

other scholar to have seriously addressed Chambers’s spiritualism manuscript and 

analyzed his later essays on superstition and testimony, so he provided a more nuanced 

understanding of Chambers’s alternative religious vision than did Gillispie or than would 

Secord.28 But because Millhauser takes at face value some sources that are actually 

problematic and he did not have access to Chambers’s “Catechism,” I differ from his 

conclusion that in his old age Chambers returned to the simple faith of his youth. I do 

follow Millhauser and extend with specific analysis of the scientific content his argument 

that Vestiges is infused with a natural theology that is not merely accidental to its thesis 

but integral to it.  

 Millhauser was one of the earliest scholars to highlight how vocal Chambers was 

in criticizing the demarcation of science and its limitations by claiming that it was too 

specialized and had lost its relevance to common men and their profound interests. He 

places Chambers as “part at once of the general public and the learned few,” a visionary 

whose outsider status allowed him the insight to see where the experts could not.29 

Millhauser stated, “An early-Victorian layman might still feel (and in Chambers’ case 

                                                
28 Milton Millhauser, “Robert Chambers and the Supernatural,” The Journal of the American Society for 
Psychical Research, Vol. 47, Number 3 (July 1953), 104-118. 
29 Millhauser, Just Before Darwin, 81. 
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with some justification) that he had perceived a truth that the professionals had somehow 

managed to ignore or even to hush up.”30 One of the strengths of Millhauser’s 

examination is his recognition of the issues of authority in science that would later 

become a major historiographical theme in the field of history of science.  

 The first scholarly edition of Vestiges, published in 1969 and introduced by Gavin 

de Beer, an evolutionary embryologist, simply reprinted the text of the first edition.31 De 

Beer gave Chambers the benefit of the doubt concerning his religion, and even 

acknowledges that he “vehemently repudiated atheism,” although de Beer did not 

emphasize the importance of natural theology to the overall significance of the scientific 

content in Vestiges.32 Some of the issues relevant to the theology in Vestiges that de Beer 

noted but did not analyze are Babbage’s calculating machine, the quinarian classification 

system, and the assumption of the existence of life on other planets, all of which will be 

discussed in their theological context here.  

 De Beer’s 1969 introduction traces the history of evolutionary thinking in brief, 

and gives de Maillet’s fantastical Telliamed credit for being the closest forerunner of 

Vestiges. I have not discovered direct evidence that Chambers was familiar with 

Telliamed before he wrote his book, though he owned a copy when he died that was 

listed in the sale catalogue of his personal library.33 De Beer considered the hexadactyl 

variation in Chambers and his older brother and that Chambers was self-taught in science 

as significant to his openness to alternative explanations for the development of species, 

with which I concur.34 De Beer claimed that on the subjects of astronomy and geology, 

the ideas in Vestiges “were as sound as those of any other contemporary writer.”35 The 

accuracy of this statement will be assessed and challenged here. De Beer justly criticized 
                                                
30 Millhauser, Just Before Darwin, 8. 
31 Gavin de Beer, Introduction to Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, by Robert Chambers (New 
York: Humanities press, 1969), 7-36; de Maillet discussed on 11-12.  
32 Millhauser, Just Before Darwin, 8. 
33 Catalogue of the very valuable library of the late Robert Chambers ... which will be sold by auction ... on 
Monday, May 5, 1873, and three following days, etc. (Edinburgh: Colston & Sons, 1873); NLS 
L.C.1054(1). 
34 De Beer, Introduction, 23.  
35 De Beer, Introduction, 27. 
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Chambers’s biology, saying that it “was poor, even by contemporary standards, for his 

lack of critical knowledge in this subject led him into grievous pitfalls.”36 Picking out the 

electrical production of mites, the transmutation of oats into rye, and the saltational leap 

from water fowl to rodent for near ridicule, de Beer indicated his interest in accuracy 

from a presentist perspective. De Beer remained largely sympathetic, however:  “As to 

how it occurred, his notion that abrupt changes in the course of embryonic development 

resulted from natural accidental environmental causes, was and is unsupported by any 

evidence, but is ingenious and in some slight respects not altogether alien to the modern 

theory of paedomorphosis.”37  This opens de Beer to potential criticism by historians of 

science today, since the attempt to find connections with modern understandings that 

really do not represent the thoughts of contemporaries is now considered a suspect 

historical technique. We should not take de Beer out of his context either, however, and 

this simply shows some of the differences between history of science written by a 

biologist in 1969 and that which would be written by a historian of science today. De 

Beer conceptualized Chambers as an amateur by contrasting the term not with 

‘professional,’ as James Secord later does, but with ‘expert;’ in this opposition Chambers 

is clearly an amateur, albeit a very good one.38 De Beer, like Millhauser, did not see this 

as a negative entirely: “The amateur like Robert Chambers can see a wood, although his 

detail of the trees may be wrong: the expert will only accept the wood after testing tree by 

tree.”39 

 One of the most astute internalist looks into the scientific content of Vestiges is 

M. J. S. Hodge’s 1972 “The Universal Gestation of Nature,” which provides a 

comparison of some of the key ideas in Vestiges and Origin.40 As had Millhauser before, 

                                                
36 De Beer, Introduction, 27. 
37 De Beer, Introduction, 28. Chambers did not see environmental causes as ‘accidental’ in the same sense 
that we would today use that term—all of nature, both organic and inorganic, was playing out according to 
God’s design. 
38 De Beer, Introduction, 30-31. 
39 De Beer, Introduction, 31. 
40 M. J. S. Hodge, “The Universal Gestation of Nature: Chambers’ Vestiges and Explanations,” Journal of 
the History of Biology, Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 1972), 127-151. 
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but with more precision and subtlety, Hodge points out the several fundamental 

differences between Darwin’s theory and that of Vestiges, with species mutability being 

one of their few similarities, and argues that these are two very distinct ‘species’ from a 

common ancestor. As Hodge indicates, Chambers was intensely concerned with the 

origins of life rather than just species, rejected “a common ancestry,” and “was not 

proposing a gradual production of new species from old.”41 Chambers was seeking grand 

causes, but not practical mechanisms, in the style of eighteenth-century natural 

philosophy. Chambers’s unique and original contribution, according to Hodge, was 

universal gestation—it unified astronomy, geology, and biology, and the physical 

sciences. He and Darwin took some of the same data and interpreted relevant points in 

radically different ways. Hodge demands that the differences are what matter here, what 

require explanation, and what prevent us from seeing the historical phenomenon known 

as the Darwinian Revolution as inevitable.  

 Hodge also highlights how Chambers criticized specialized science because it did 

not meet the expectations of the public for finding broader meaning.42 He shows that 

Chambers’s theory was intended to explain how God’s accepted governance of the daily 

affairs of the world according to fixed laws could be seen as a unifying principle 

throughout all of creation and from the beginning of time. Chambers’s interest in the 

origin and development of life followed from this, not vice versa. And always he worked 

from that direction—given a lawful universe there must be a law for the development of 

life.43 Hodge therefore interprets Vestiges in part as “An Anonymous Amateur’s 

Theodicy.”44 Hodge suggests that Chambers’s democratic epistemology followed from 

his desire to make his science meaningful—only if something served the philosophical 

needs of its readers was it a valid scientific theory.45  

                                                
41 Hodge, “Universal Gestation,” 129. 
42 Hodge, “Universal Gestation,” 132. 
43 Hodge, “Universal Gestation,” 137. 
44 Hodge, “Universal Gestation,” 131. 
45 Hodge, “Universal Gestation,” 132. 
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 The importance during the nineteenth century of the nebular hypothesis, which 

was the foundational inspiration for Chambers’s Vestiges, has been addressed by Marilyn 

Ogilvie and Simon Schaffer in two papers published in 1975 and 1980, and by Ronald L. 

Numbers in his 1977 Creation by Natural Law:  Laplace’s Nebular Hypothesis in 

American Thought.46 Ogilvie claims rightly that the nebular hypothesis was crucial to 

Chambers’s universal law of development, which explains his adherence to it when it 

was falling from scientific grace; even when he accepted that it was not an ascertained 

truth he continued to rely on it in later editions of his treatise as a probable theory yet to 

be proven. Following Michel Foucault, Schaffer sees the nebular hypothesis in the hands 

of one of its first proponents, William Herschel, as more a static natural history project 

than as a truly evolutionary theory. The systems and stars were natural kinds—they were 

not evolving in our sense of change from one thing to another, but in the old sense of that 

word as an embryo develops. Herschel’s conception of changes in nebulae was one of 

unfolding, or growth, as a tree is contained in an acorn, and Schaffer argues that it was 

only by misinterpreting Herschel’s ideas that Chambers, following John Pringle Nichol, 

interpreted the nebulae as truly evolving. As I demonstrate here, the relationship between 

Herschel and Chambers is much closer than Schaffer acknowledges. Vestiges shared in 

Herschel’s natural historical idea of planetary evolution—but extended it to the entirety 

of life on earth developing through an earthly gestation akin to that of a single organism 

developing. Finally, Numbers points out the importance of the nebular hypothesis in 

America to the process of secularization because it helped many give up on the idea of 

developing a theologically sensitive cosmogony and allowed for a naturally rather than 

miraculously formed solar system.  The secularization thesis, while not inaccurate, 

transfers the focus away from one of the essential steps between a miraculously operating 

universe and one run exclusively through natural law—the teleological and theistic 

                                                
46 Marilyn Bailey Ogilvie, “Robert Chambers and the Nebular Hypothesis,” The British Journal for the 
History of Science, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Nov. 1975): 214-232; Simon Schaffer, “Herschel in Bedlam: Natural 
History and Stellar Astronomy,” The British Journal for the History of Science, Vol. 13, No. 3 (Nov., 
1980), 211-239; Ronald L. Numbers, Creation by Natural Law:  Laplace’s Nebular Hypothesis in 
American Thought (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1977). 



 20 

compromise where I situate Chambers, and which still holds sway among most American 

believers in evolution to this day.47  

 The other astronomical issue of import to Vestiges is the plurality of worlds, a 

conception of considerable significance to religious men of science, particularly in 

Scotland. Michael’s Ruse’s work in the 2001 introduction to Of the Plurality of Worlds, a 

scholarly edition of a significant debate held between William Whewell and several 

others during the 1850s, along with John Hedley Brooke’s 1975 essay on the debate, 

“Natural Theology and the Plurality of Worlds: Observations on the Brewster-Whewell 

Debate,” both serve as starting points for my exploration. Michael Crowe’s The 

Extraterrestrial Life Debate provides further evidence of the role of this concept in 

Scotland, and guided me to a previously unknown likely source of one of Chambers’s 

more eccentric ideas.48   

 Richard Yeo argues that the essential issue in the controversy over Vestiges was 

authority—men of science did not want just anyone to have the right to hypothesize.49 

Yeo writes that, “The importance of hypothesis was not at stake: the issue was rather one 

of who was to be entrusted with theorizing.”50 Yeo acknowledges that expertise was the 

major issue for these critics, and I dispute only Yeo’s emphasis on the ‘who’ over the 

‘how.’ In order to make his case persuasive, one would have to show examples of sound 

reasoning being rejected because of the proponent’s lack of status, and such examples are 

not offered in Yeo’s piece. Yeo stresses how difficult it was for men of science to refute 

Vestiges outright as they had successfully done with some pseudosciences because so 

much of the book was scientifically orthodox and at least nominally pious, but he does 

not go far enough in following through the critics’ reasoning. This dissertation explores 

                                                
47 See “Conclusion” here for further discussion of this issue.  
48  Michael Ruse, Introduction to Of the Plurality of Worlds: A Facsimile of the First Edition of 1853; plus 
Previously Unpublished Material Excised by the Author Just before The Book Went To Press; And 
Whewell’s Dialogue Rebutting His Critics, Reprinted from the Second Edition, by William Whewell, et al 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Michael Crowe, The Extraterrestrial Life Debate, 1750-
1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
49 Richard Yeo, “Science and Intellectual Authority in Mid-Nineteenth Century Britain: Robert Chambers 
and Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,” Victorian Studies, 28, no. 1 (Autumn, 1984), 5-31. 
50 Yeo, “Science and Intellectual Authority,” 23. 
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how and why Chambers’s preferred theories and methods did not fit into the expert—

even though amateur (i.e., non-professional)—scientific circles in his time. While I 

follow Yeo in demonstrating that Vestiges made the need to define what counted as 

legitimate science and legitimate scientific method rather urgent due to its socially 

charged theory, this dissertation emends Yeo’s views by focusing on how its author’s 

methods and claims were the true concerns of most critics. 

 Adrian Desmond’s powerful and extensively researched The Politics of Evolution 

took in a new direction the study of some of the concepts surrounding debates over 

evolution during the decades before Darwin’s Origin. His overall argument is that 

theories favorable to the evolutionary viewpoint were resisted by many in Britain during 

the 1820s, ’30s, and ’40s not because of evidence or concepts internal to science, or even 

because of theological concerns, but rather due to political considerations, economic 

interests, and strategies for gaining or holding personal authority. Desmond asks, “Could 

it be that the sorts of evolutionary sciences openly imported from France into Britain at 

this time were not so much unworkable or old-fashioned (as the gentlemen—and later 

historians maintained), but that they had disturbing social and political associations?”51  

With immense appreciation for the depth of research involved in Desmond’s work, which 

I use liberally here, I take issue with many of his conclusions.  

 Desmond creates several categories of anatomical theories and their advocates 

and then tries to sort them into political groupings. I show how these categories do not 

really correlate, and especially not among those who actually espoused evolution. Far 

more than has been previously analyzed, many of Chambers’s idealistic biological 

positions are closer to the supposedly conservative and anti-evolutionary archetypal 

viewpoint of Richard Owen and Louis Agassiz than to the views of many of the radicals 

in the medical schools, to Robert Grant’s Lamarckism, or to the rare more atheistic 

purveyors of natural law and secular scientism like Robert Knox. I will clarify 

Chambers’s political views using his actual voting record, his association with issue 

groups, and his stated personal opinions in order to shed some light on the political 
                                                
51 Desmond, Politics of Evolution, 2. 
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identity of one prominent evolutionist of the 1840s. I embrace Michael Taylor’s 

suggestion to “read Vestiges…as a metaphor of personal voyage through the ‘fire mist’ of 

the traditional Scots Presbyterian ethic of hard work, frugality, and self-education” by 

showing how the ‘evolution’ of Chambers’s theories reflect his financial and social 

success, which provided a model of real material progress.52 The local context of 

Edinburgh politics, which differed in significant ways from that in England, is crucial to 

my analysis. The evidence indicates that political ideologies among evolutionists were 

too diverse to let us generalize anything determinative concerning theory choice and 

politics.  

 James Secord’s introduction to the 1994 facsimile edition of the first edition of 

Vestiges was a major historiographical and historical milestone. The volume also contains 

the first facsimile edition of Explanations, which is Chambers’s response to his critics; 

“Vindication of the World of Providence,” which is the earliest hint of cosmological 

philosophy that Chambers published at age 19; the autobiographical preface to the 1853 

Tenth Edition; and various other relevant primary sources. This collection is immensely 

valuable as a contribution to the study of the issues raised by Vestiges. Secord’s 

introduction to this volume takes a feisty revisionist tone, striking out at previous 

interpretations, sometimes with as much vitriol as insight, but bringing a valuable new 

perspective to the subject.  

 Secord argues that there are three issues of utmost importance in analyzing 

Vestiges:  1) “the changing meanings of popular science,” 2) “the relations between 

science and religion,” and 3) “the authority of expert knowledge in a period which had no 

clearly demarcated scientific community.”53 Of these, my focus is mostly on the second 

and the third. On the issue of the relations between science and religion, my approach is 

in sharp contrast to Secord’s. His assertion that the religious language in Vestiges was 

disingenuous and that it sharply contrasted with the overall spirit of the book is 

challenged here. Because Vestiges joined the debates concerning science and religion 

                                                
52 Taylor, “Review Symposium: Vestigial Sensations,” 7. 
53 Secord, Victorian Sensation, xliii-xliv. 
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from what many then took to be the materialist side, some contemporary critics, as well 

as Secord and, following him, Desmond, have accused Chambers of using religious 

rhetoric merely ‘strategically.’ Secord quite explicitly claimed in multiple works that 

Chambers’s repeated invocation of God and design was an attempt to help ‘domesticate’ 

and sell his radical ideas to a resistant public, and did not represent his true beliefs or 

main concerns.54 I explore the providential naturalism of the Scottish Enlightenment to 

set up the cultural backdrop out of which Vestiges was born. Throughout this study, I 

explore the alternative religious philosophies that Chambers admired and expressed and 

how his scientific ideas were integrated with these religious and metaphysical ideas. In 

this way, I fully reconcile how he could be at one and the same time both deeply religious 

and fervently anti-clerical. I interpret Chambers as a man driven by his need to reconcile 

his own scientific knowledge with his understanding of the role God plays in the 

universe. In upholding Chambers’s own claims against the historiographical 

interpretations by Secord and others, I not only find evidence in archival and textual 

sources, but also return to earlier historiographical interpretations. 

 Another issue on which I differ with Secord is that of authority in science. After 

decades of dismissive criticism of Vestiges as amateurish, one can certainly see why 

Secord wanted to find something more original to say about Chambers and his methods. 

Secord, reflecting his deep immersion in the SSK-laden historiographical climate of the 

1980s and 1990s, insists in his 1994 introduction to Vestiges that prior historians were all 

being anachronistic with their use of the term ‘amateur.’ He focuses on how Vestiges 

serves to illustrate the broader context of scientific authority and professionalization. 

Secord states that “One of the most common misconceptions about Vestiges is that it was 

written by an ‘amateur,’” and to “speak of Chambers as an ‘amateur’ is to assume the 

existence of an acknowledged class of professional scientists and to prejudge precisely 

the question of authority at issue…. Vestiges was not a bungled attempt to produce 

                                                
54 James A. Secord, “Behind the veil: Robert Chambers and Vestiges,” in James R. Moore, ed., History, 
Humanity, and Evolution: Essays for John C. Greene (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 
165-194; Secord, Introduction, xxii; and Secord, Victorian Sensation, 85-87 particularly; Desmond, Politics 
of Evolution, 176.  
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‘professional’ science, but a skilled intervention in some of the great public debates of the 

nineteenth century.”55  My position is that Secord is conflating two issues here, expertise 

and professionalization, and that rejecting the term ‘amateur’ creates as much difficulty 

as it solves, if it solves any at all. While I sympathize with Secord’s frustration and agree 

with him that if we reframe the intended subject of the adjective ‘amateurish,’ or the 

signification of the noun ‘amateur,’ from an implication of the quality of scientific work 

and philosophic method to an implication of the quality of writing and persuasive skills, 

then we should not call Chambers an amateur or Vestiges amateurish. But that is not what 

prior critics intended by their usually sympathetic if still pejorative comments. The point 

they were making was that the science promoted and expounded in Vestiges was 

amateurish by the standards of its own time—something Chambers himself recognized 

and sometimes admitted (and that he hired ‘experts’ to ameliorate in later editions), and 

something almost every knowledgeable critic of the day pointed out, sometimes in 

painstaking and vitriolic detail.  

 ‘Amateur’ does appear to have become a cliché when applied to this work, but 

rather than reject it outright and risk mischaracterizing both the contemporary reception 

and the production of the book, the term might be clarified. While Vestiges is in part, as 

Secord says, a ‘skilled intervention in some of the great public debates of the nineteenth 

century,’ it is every bit as much an amateurish and in many ways bungled attempt to 

present a serious scientific and philosophic theory (with ‘professional’ being beside the 

point entirely). The two need not be seen as mutually exclusive. Amateur contributions to 

science, like Vestiges, were not potentialities that were lost because authoritarian men of 

science used their political power to marginalize and take over the production of 

knowledge—they have long been and continue to be an important part of what makes up 

what the public understands as science. Speculative theory infused with spiritual or 

religious meaning has a long and continuing history in Western culture. Chambers was 

not the last of his kind, marginalized to the point of extinction by the rising ‘young 

Turks,’ but rather represents a phenomenon in intellectual culture that continued long 
                                                
55 Secord, Introduction, xliv. 
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after the boundary between the lay and scientific communities became thoroughly 

‘demarcated’—if it ever really did.  

 One of Desmond’s main sources for his interpretation of the political implications 

of Vestiges was Secord’s 1994 introduction, which portrays Vestiges as intended to be 

mostly a political reformist tract. Secord points out in Victorian Sensation, however, that 

reading Vestiges this way relies on knowledge of the author, something that very few 

readers had, and that many readers did not interpret the book as a liberal manifesto. In the 

1994 introduction, Secord makes Chambers out to be a reformed Tory, suggesting that 

Chambers’s initial contribution to cosmology, “Vindication of the World of Providence,” 

could scarcely be more opposed to the ideas he later expressed in Vestiges. This 

dissertation will assess this claim and connect Chambers’s ideas—political, historical, 

religious, and cosmological—throughout his career. Vestiges was clearly intended to 

sever the hold of traditional religion and unsettle deeply engrained class structures, yet 

Secord has shown that the book was nevertheless broadly received as representing the 

“antidemocratic politics of aristocratic authority.”56 Contrary to Secord’s suggestion that 

Chambers put antiquarian interests behind him as he became more interested in science, I 

show that history, cosmology, and religion were constant interests throughout his life, 

and that his views on these matters are more consistent over time than Secord allows. 

From his poetry to his cosmology and in dozens of essays and activities, Chambers 

revealed an idealism that is more philosophical than political. While committed to 

practical and progressive reforms, he still held the past with a certain reverent regard, 

which helps account for the mixed message perceived by many of his readers. In any 

case, there is no clear line connecting Chambers’s philosophical commitment to 

individual consequentialism and theological determinism and the political views that he 

held, but rather a complicated intermeshing of contradictory implications.  

 Another milestone in the study of Vestiges was the Thoemmes multi-volume 

series Vestiges and the Debate Before Darwin, which is edited by John Lynch and brings 

together a fascinating collection of source material for the study of not only Vestiges 
                                                
56 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 178.  
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itself but the scientific culture of the time through the published responses to it.57 The 

collection includes a volume of periodical reviews, three book-length responses by Hugh 

Miller, William Whewell, and Adam Sedgwick, and the first modern reprint of the tenth 

edition of Vestiges—which was the most sophisticated and scientifically accurate version. 

Lynch’s introductions to these volumes provide balanced treatment of many of the issues 

addressed above, but Lynch does not have the space to delve as deeply as I have into 

many of them. He points out that Chambers’s style had more in common with that of an 

eighteenth-century natural philosopher than that of a nineteenth-century man of science.58 

While Lynch acknowledges Chambers’s commitment to natural theology, neither the 

depth of the metaphysics on which Chambers built his ideas nor the importance of his 

Scottish culture are as clear as a detailed treatment allows.59 Lynch also argues that 

Chambers was a natural theologian deeply influenced by Paley, but with a focus more on 

development as the working out of God’s plan rather than static design, with which I 

certainly concur.60  

 One of the themes of my study, and of Vestiges itself, is how what often seem to 

be necessary oppositions can be reconciled through alterations in fundamental premises. 

Vestiges seemed like heresy before Origin and a cordial for a troubled soul after because 

of changing presumptions in theological interpretations of nature as much as changes in 

scientific ideas directly. There has always been a feedback loop in the relations between 

science and religion, and Vestiges provides one example of a theory that was initially 

rejected at least partly for its theological implications later being revivified when 
                                                
57 John M. Lynch, Introduction to Vestiges and the Debate Before Darwin, Vol. I, ed. John M. Lynch 
(Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2000), xxi-xxii. 
58 I situate the root of this scientific style in his metaphysical preconceptions—Vestiges was a metaphysical 
treatise arising from Romantic and transcendental ideals as much as it was a scientific theory. Lynch also 
presents Chambers as a skilled ‘amateur,’ more interested in synthesis and popularization than in the 
meticulous work of making facts, which I certainly maintain as well: John Lynch, Introduction to Vol. I, 
xix. 
59 Though Lynch definitely introduces each of these and provides a framework for exploration that I follow 
on many points here. For the importance of Scottish culture to Chambers, see especially John M. Lynch, 
Introduction to Foot-prints of the Creator; Or, the Asterolepis of Stromness, by Hugh Miller (Bristol: 
Thoemmes Press, 2000), v-xii; each of Lynch’s introductions to the volumes in Vestiges and the Debate 
Before Darwin touches on the metaphysics in Vestiges.  
60 Lynch, Introduction to Vol. I, xx-xxi.  



 27 

discoveries in science made a new idea of God’s role in nature seem necessary. The 

historiographical issues introduced in analyzing Vestiges are not black and white, and we 

need not draw and then oppose sharp new lines of distinction in order to fully appreciate 

the richness that the book represents. Vestiges is a work that unifies oppositions, 

embraces the relations underlying seeming dichotomies, and reconciles incompatible 

ideals. Contrasts make up the whole, differences come together, and analogies are 

actualized into ontological claims deeper than their distinctions. My analysis reflects this 

same spirit—Chambers was both skilled in some areas and amateurish in others. I discuss 

in particular his conception of natural law as a causal force as a crucial component of 

why it failed to live up to the scientific standards of its time. I also point out when his 

facts were wrong, his beliefs misguided, and his interpretations of theories incorrect. To 

refuse to do this would be to miss a large part of the picture concerning the reception and 

impact of Vestiges. But I also point out when his critics were being hypocritical, when his 

ideas were mainstream or cutting edge, when he had authoritative sources for even his 

weaker claims, and how he built his case from some of the solid discoveries of his time to 

create a powerful and poignant synthesis of nineteenth-century science and religion.  

 
Chapters 

The chapter following this introduction, “A Natural Child of Scotland, From Dialect to 

Dialectic,” lays out some of the characteristic features of the Scottish Enlightenment that 
created a climate that was particularly nurturing to Chambers’s worldview. I argue that 

this climate continued to be influential into the nineteenth century in Edinburgh. 

Especially because of his cultural and biographical work, Chambers was well versed in 

the ideas of the eighteenth-century Scottish writers and philosophers. The most important 

aspect of this influence was an overtly religious viewpoint amongst almost all of its 

philosophers, who argued for a providential naturalism that by implication made the 

study of nature and God part of the same project. I also show how the Scottish people 

were tied to the land they occupied, and how their cultural expressions were often self-

consciously nationalistic. I discuss how duality and opposition were deeply ingrained in 
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Scottish identity, politically and in various other ways. Of particular importance is the 

dualistic nature of toleration and dogmatism—there was a climate nurturing to heterodox 

ideas that set itself in sharp contrast to the Presbyterian conservatism with which 

Scotland is so often associated. In addition, Scotland had a certain republican strain that 

encouraged education for all (in theory anyway), a general attitude conducive to progress, 

and a particular focus on moral improvement. Along with general attitudes and cultural 

predilections, certain specific issues are also relevant to the Vestiges story. I address the 

conjectural histories and the interest in origin stories of prominent Enlightenment figures, 

who were Chambers’s model for historical practices.  Another major concern of the 

Scottish Enlightenment was human nature and its place in relation to the rest of creation, 

which is especially relevant to Chambers’s views. And finally, I address the importance 

of sentiment in Scottish philosophy and literature. I argue that all of these features created 

an environment that nurtured the growth of Chambers’s ideas about the purpose and 

proper role of science and mankind’s place in nature.  

 My next chapter, “Coming Home to Edinburgh: A Mad God’s Dream in Masonry 

and Living Rock,” addresses Chambers’s personal story—his upbringing, the early 

influences on his life, and how he grew from poverty and near hopelessness to a place as 

a leading figure in Edinburgh society. Having in his mind models both of the static world 

of Peebles where he was born and spent his young childhood and of the vibrant, rapidly 

progressing capital city of Edinburgh allowed Chambers to appreciate the strengths of 

both tradition and novelty, and to see possibilities others were closed to. I address the 

path that led to his business success, and some of the views he formed based on his 

unique personal experiences regarding religion, politics, and history. I show how 

Chambers’s childhood interest in science continued to shape not only his view of nature 

but also his personal participation with it. I address in some detail the first cosmological 

essay he wrote as a young man and I uncover his likely source and inspiration for that 

work in the Encyclopaedia Britannica he read as a child. Chambers’s interest in science 

was always merely tangential to his other concerns, however, and I demonstrate how his 

involvement with the history of Scotland was particularly foundational to his ideas about 
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the history of nature. Edinburgh itself, as a city with distinctive geographical, cultural, 

and scientific features, takes a leading role in my interpretation. To understand the 

development theory in Vestiges, we need to understand the development of its author and 

creator, and the city in which he came of age was a crucial part of that evolution. 

 In “Romanticism in Scottish Literature and in Vestiges,” I address the particular 

literary influences that helped form not only Chambers’s personal style but also his 

openness to ideas from Romantic and transcendental philosophy. I find a strong strain of 

German Romantic influences on key literary figures in Edinburgh, particularly on one of 

Chambers’s most important inspirations, Sir Walter Scott. I also delineate some of the 

distinguishing features of Romantic literature in Scotland as it developed in the 1820s 

and 1830s when Chambers was coming of age as a writer. Some of the aspects that I find 

significant are its adherents’ ongoing dialogue with Enlightenment conceptions, the 

importance of passion and morality to their literary pursuits, their celebration of heroic 

individualistic vanguards for truth and virtue, and the importance of the domestic in their 

conceptions of romance. In addition, I examine Chambers’s interest in Scottish drama, 

some of the implications of that devotion, and how theatrical rhetoric played its own role 

in Vestiges. Finally, I discuss a few of the particular philosophical ideas in Carlyle’s 

Scottish-infused Romanticism to show parallels between some of his work and the ideas 

in Vestiges. Chambers’s interest in Romantic literature related directly to his embrace of 

Romantic science, which I take up in later chapters in detail.  

 Like its literature, Scottish politics had native features, and in “Edinburgh and the 

Politics of Evolution” I present some of the characteristic aspects of Scottish politics as 

well as some of the particular circumstances that prevailed there in the decades before 

Chambers wrote Vestiges. I argue that prior historiographical interpretations that focus on 

politics as the most significant causal factor in theory choice are problematic in the 

Vestiges case in particular—and in many cases in general. Chambers’s own political 

ideology was far from clear-cut and the content of his book does not match well with 

prior historiographical associations between types of evolutionary theory and political 

leanings. I argue that Chambers’s book presented a case for philosophical reform that was 
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directed at individual rather than societal transformation. I problematize some of the 

assumptions about Chambers’s party affiliations and find in him a man who was 

philosophically ideological but who did not choose his friends or his causes based on 

party.  In Edinburgh and in St. Andrews it was sometimes the Tories who were the motor 

behind progress and reform and the Whigs who were evangelicals fighting for even more 

entrenched dogmatism, contrasting sharply with prior interpretations of the situation 

there.  

 Having thoroughly explained this backdrop of cultural influence, I turn to the 

specific scientific and philosophical content of Vestiges and its sources, taking up the 

ideas mostly in the order they are presented in the book. I give extensive treatment 

initially to Chambers’s own likely inspiration for the law of development and the 

foundation on which he built his case—the nebular hypothesis. In “The Romantic 

Conception of Creation in Scotland,” I first fully develop my argument for interpreting 

Vestiges as an especially Romantic production—organic, cosmological, and speculative, 

and incorporating some of the mysterious causal forces also prevalent in German 

philosophy. I address in detail not only how Chambers used his main source for his 

treatment—John Pringle Nichol’s Views of the Architecture of the Heavens—but also 

find likely Scottish sources that have not previously been connected directly with the 

particular ideas in Vestiges. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the importance of 

natural law to the entire Vestiges paradigm, and how both Chambers and Nichol, as well 

as William Whewell, tied it inextricably to a conception of God’s power as its motive 

source.  

 I next address the importance of geology as a demonstration of progress in 

creation in “Sermons in Stones, and Good in Every Thing.” I situate Chambers’s 

geological conceptions initially in the romanticized activities of field geology and the 

Scottish game of golf. I find the local context again crucial to understanding the 

significance of the sources of key ideas. I also situate Chambers’s geology in the debate 

between uniformitarianism and catastrophism in the mid-nineteenth century. I place 

Chambers’s work more on the catatstrophist side, in contrast with others such as Charles 
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Coulston Gillispie and Joel Schwartz, who have linked it most to the uniformitarian ideas 

of Charles Lyell.61 It is in consideration of the teleological view of the physical progress 

of the earth and the crucial point that Chambers rejected uniformity in the strength of the 

processes where he and most of his contemporaries diverged from the uniformitarian 

principles of Lyell. In geology, Chambers was indeed at his most mainstream both in his 

scientific and his theological views, although, as John Lynch and James Secord have 

pointed out, there was controversy over some of his ideas even in this arena.62   

 Chambers did not unveil his “Law of Development” until near the middle of 

Vestiges, and, in “A Theory of Everything,” I use his biological and natural historical 

ideas to focus on the deep metaphysical roots that undergirded this transcendental 

conception. Aided by evidence of Chambers’s personal relationships, as well as L. S. 

Jacyna’s historical work, I trace Chambers’s sources for his ideas on organic chemistry, 

cell theory, spontaneous generation, extended gestation, and his overall philosophy of 

science to Scottish origins.63 I demonstrate that his interest in ‘representation,’ which 

fully flowered in his treatment of the quinarian system of classification, initially derived 

most likely from alchemical conceptions he learned in Edinburgh. I give the most 

complete treatment to date of the importance of the quinarian system in Chambers’s 

idealistic interpretation of development.  

 In my final chapter I return to Chambers’s personal story to follow his life after 

the release of Vestiges—particularly his religious interests as he continued to republish 

new editions over the next sixteen years. I argue that Chambers’s life and work represents 

a microcosm of many of the crucial changes that took place in the conception of nature 

and mankind’s place in it during the Victorian era. What he offered the world was an 

alternative theory that was every bit as much a religious conception as a scientific one, 

and his later interests provide further support that this was his true aim. While what he 

                                                
61 Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 154; Schwartz, “Robert Chambers and Thomas Henry Huxley,” 357. 
62 John Lynch, Introduction to Vol. I, xv; Secord, Victorian Sensation, especially 231-244.  
63 L. S. Jacyna, “John Goodsir and the Making of Cellular Reality,” Journal of the History of Biology 16, 
no. 1 (Spring 1983), 75-99; L. S. Jacyna, “The Romantic Programme and the Reception of Cell Theory in 
Britain,” Journal of the History of Biology 17, no. 1 (Spring 1984), 13-48. 
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offered did help smooth the way for Darwin’s far more secular conceptions, the lasting 

significance of Vestiges was that it provided a reconciliatory conception for those who 

struggled to integrate their scientific and religious views as evidence continued pushing 

God further beyond reach in the narrowing gap left to natural theology. This connection 

with alternative views that make possible a thorough integration of science and religion is 

one of the themes that runs through all of the chapters I present, but another that is 

equally significant is the importance of place—of Scotland and its distinctive 

philosophical, geographical, and cultural context.  It is there that I now turn, to the 

eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment, which provided many of the cultural roots of 

Chambers’s worldview.
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Chapter II: A Natural Child of Scotland, Dialect to Dialectic 

BREATHES there the man with soul so dead,  
Who never to himself hath said,  
This is my own, my native land! 

…  
O Caledonia! stern and wild,  

Meet nurse for a poetic child!  
Land of brown heath and shaggy wood,  

Land of the mountain and the flood,  
Land of my sires! what mortal hand  

Can e’er untie the filial band,  
That knits me to thy rugged strand!  

—Sir Walter Scott 18051 
 
 

Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation came into the world without an 

acknowledged father, and though born outside its mother country, its parentage was 

Scottish through and through.2 The connection to its roots was there in the pages for the 

perceptive to plainly see. Not only did the uniquely Scottish theodicy trumpeted in 

George Combe’s phrenological treatise, The Constitution of Man, underlie its moral 

philosophy practically point by point, but the Glasgow astronomer John Pringle Nichol’s 

version of the nebular hypothesis opened the book.3 Many other more subtle Scottish 

elements were embedded in its pages. Vestiges is one reason that Scotland was 

exceptionally important to the rise of evolutionary theory in Britain during the nineteenth 

century; for the general public there, it was the most widely read and most influential of 

the evolutionary works written before Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.4 Scottish 

institutions, religion, geology, and intellectual culture shaped not only its author, Robert 

Chambers, as a man but also his interpretation of evolutionary change. Most importantly, 

                                                
1 Walter Scott, The Lay of the Last Minstrel (Edinburgh: A. Constable and Co., 1805), 161-162. 
2 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844).  
3 George Combe, The Constitution of Man Considered in Relation to External Objects (Edinburgh: John 
Anderson, 1828); John Pringle Nichol, Views of the Architecture of the Heavens. In a Series of Letters to a 
Lady (Edinburgh, William Tait, 1837).  
4 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, Or the Preservation of 
Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (London: John Murray, 1859). 
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Vestiges was drawn from the providential naturalism that was a component of almost all 

of the Scottish philosophical work from the Enlightenment through the later nineteenth 

century, and Vestiges should be restored to a prominent place in this very religious 

naturalistic tradition. 

 James Secord addresses the “Literary practices” which were required to shape 

Vestiges into a marketable production, arguing that Chambers drew “from journalism, 

from new sciences of progress, and from Walter Scott’s fiction… to recast the secular 

Enlightenment cosmologies as evolutionary science.”5 While I agree that Chambers used 

such literary practices, I would not characterize the main ingredients of his text as 

‘secular Enlightenment cosmologies,’ even though some people may have associated 

aspects of it with such ideas. Chambers’s baseline sources were the origin stories of the 

Scottish Enlightenment, progressive histories about moral and social improvement, and 

the religious values of Scottish Presbyterianism. His view of the world was formed 

through the landscape and history of his Scottish homeland, and his science was drawn 

from French and German Romantic and transcendental ideals imported to Edinburgh 

through its theater, its literature, its university, and its broadly interdisciplinary 

intellectual culture. Scottish cultural values about how the world works and what science 

means pervaded its pages, and can be seen from the alternative religion it promoted to the 

moderate progress it promised. Its literary flavor, inviting the reader to participate in its 

journey, draws from the Scottish club culture, the Enlightenment imperative to think with 

company, Republican ideals, and the democratic view of knowledge deriving from 

common sense realism and science as a means of improvement for everyone. Drawing 

from two pillars of Scottish Enlightenment values, its pages implicitly promise practical 

value and explicitly promise emotional fulfillment for those who come along. The 

conviction that human nature was part of nature had deep roots in North Britain, where 

natural law and moral law had been intertwined with human law for a century or more 

before Chambers began his work. What allowed Vestiges to act as a firebrand on 

                                                
5 James A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship 
of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2000), 78. 
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Victorian society was not merely its literary strategies, though these were a part of the 

story that Secord has told masterfully, but the ideas that those strategies delivered, many 

of which derived originally from Scottish culture. The evolution he promoted was not 

some new version of French secular evolution but instead represents a modified 

explication of Scottish Enlightenment providential progress. 

 

Grounded in Scotland 

The city of Edinburgh and the country of Scotland are real, tangible locations with actual 

histories, geographies, geologies, and embodied people, all of which instantiate the 

concept of place, of city, of country, of ‘a people.’ But anywhere humans live also 

localizes a set of cultures, of assumptions, of meanings existing in the minds of men and 

women, expressed at times, but never completely or fully. Even if ideas are printed on the 

pages of books and journals and law records, spoken from the pulpits and the streets and 

the courtrooms, acted upon through punishments and prayers and pursuits, they are still 

ephemeral, still fleeting, still intangible in ways that the ground and the bodies can never 

be. It is this interaction between what is concrete and what is only imagined that makes a 

country and a people what and who they are.6  

 Some cultures are more grounded in place than others, their people more tied to 

the land, and Scotland is one such country. The attachment to the land was partially a 

result of the long continued feudal nature of Scottish law and custom, and contributed to 

the Highland Clearances being particularly painful for their victims.7 While forced 

emigration could leave people bitter and resentful toward their homeland, those who left 

willingly often did so only in search of better opportunities, and retained a love of their 

mother country. Scotsmen and Scotswomen often report feeling very rooted in the soil of 

their birth, and this sense seems to help give them the strength and security they need to 

                                                
6 For general essays on the importance of location, see David N. Livingstone and Charles W. J. Withers, 
eds., Geographies of Nineteenth-Century Science (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Wilfred 
M. McClay and Ted V. McAllister, eds., Why Place Matters: Geography, Identity, and Civic Life in 
Modern America (New York: Encounter Books, 2014).  
7 The Clearances took place mostly between 1780-1850.  
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take risks and face adversity abroad. Major-General David Stewart wrote in 1825 of some 

emigrants from his father’s land, who had left voluntarily: “It is now upwards of thirty 

years…they cherish the kindest feelings towards their ancient homes…their new 

possessions are named after their former farms.”8 Scotsman Archibald Prentice described 

the Mohawk River in upstate New York as like the Tweed, “very Scotch like and, to my 

eye, very beautiful.”9 Songs and poetry celebrated the importance of place and the land to 

Scots, and landscape was romanticized in paintings throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. From Robert Henryson in the fifteenth century to Walter Scott and 

James Hogg in the nineteenth, national verse privileged pastoral and geographic settings 

that were explicitly Scottish. Along with the opening Scott verse of this chapter, witness 

Hogg’s “Caledonia”: 
Caledonia! thou land of the mountain and rock, 
Of the ocean, the mist, and the wind— 
Thou land of the torrent, the pine, and the oak, 
Of the roebuck, the hart, and the hind; 
Though bare are thy cliffs, and though barren thy glens, 
Though bleak thy dun islands appear, 
Yet kind are the hearts, and undaunted the clans, 
That roam on these mountains so drear! 
… 
 
Sweet land of the bay and wild-winding deeps, 
Where loveliness slumbers at even, 
While far in the depth of the blue water sleeps 
A calm little motionless heaven! 
Thou land of the valley, the moor, and the hill, 
Of the storm and the proud rolling wave— 
Yes, thou art the land of fair liberty still, 
And the land of my forefathers’ grave!10  

 

                                                
8 Major-General David Stewart,  Sketches of the character, manners, and present state of the Highlanders 
of Scotland :  with details of the military service of the Highland regiments , Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: A. 
Constable, 1825), 196.                                                             
9 Archibald Prentice, A Tour in the United States with Two Lectures on Emigration, 6th ed. (London: John 
Johnson, 1850), 117. 
10 James Hogg, “Caledonia,” The Works of the Ettrick Shepherd Poems and Ballads, Vol. II (London: 
Blackie and Son, 1865), 286.  
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A taste for landscapes among the lairds brought the love of the land indoors during the 

eighteenth-century. The watercolors of Paul Sandby, especially of the Highlands, and the 

classical landscapes of Jacob More contributed to the romantic interpretation of Scottish 

scenery and the romanticization of Scots’ connection to place.  

 

 

Paul Sandby 
Bonnington Linn 

Watercolor on Paper (cut) 
c. early 1750s? 

Scottish National Gallery 
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Jacob More 
The Falls of Clyde (Corra Linn) 

Oil on Canvas 
c. 1771 

Scottish National Gallery 
 

This firmly grounded identity, combined with certain cultural ethics and practices 

common in Scotland, helped many Scots make a bold impact on the world beyond their 

borders, contributing globally to ideas, business, science, and technology more than their 

small population and geography would warrant if all else were equal.  

 Robert Chambers and his Vestiges were both born of Scotland, and each made a 

mark on early Victorian Britain, America, and beyond. Chambers loved the music and 

poetry, the mythology, the literature, and the geography and climate of his native land. 

He wrote dozens of books about Scots and Scotland.11 One of the first was a 

                                                
11 Among the early ones are Robert Chambers, Traditions of Edinburgh, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: W. & C. Tait, 
1825); Robert Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh (Edinburgh: William Hunter 1825); Robert Chambers, The 
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topographical and historical tourist guide called The Picture of Scotland, and the early 

interest in landforms he displayed in this work continued into his later speculations and 

research in the field of geology. To compose The Picture of Scotland, in 1826 Chambers 

walked for five months over the entirety of the Lowlands, two to three thousand miles, he 

estimated, on his own two malformed feet.12 Reassuring his readers that interest in 

superficial gain would never have inspired such devotion, he said his efforts were “the 

result of an honest enthusiasm; an enthusiasm which the consideration of pecuniary profit 

could neither nourish nor inspire.”13 He further assured his readers of their author’s 

authenticity: 
It has been his wish from earliest boyhood, in the words of Burns,  
‘That he, for poor auld Scotland’s sake, 
Some usefu’ plan or book could make.’ 
He has already done more than perhaps his years would give to expect, towards the 
preservation of what is dearest to her; the memory of her ancient simple manners and 
virtues; the celebration of her native wit and humour; and in a more extended view of the 
subject, for the reclamation of that which is altogether poetry—the wonderful beautiful, 
glorious past.14  

 
How much of this is hyperbole and how much genuine sentiment and intention we can 

never be sure, but Chambers did spend thousands of hours and immense amounts of 

energy on such work, long after he had made his name and his fortune and no longer had 

to serve any ‘Tory masters,’ so we can infer that he did receive significant internal 

satisfaction from his nationalistic cultural pursuits.15 He never left North Britain (as his 

native country was sometimes called) for more than a few years at a time, and then only 

                                                                                                                                            
Picture of Scotland (Edinburgh: William Tait, 1827); William and Robert Chambers, Gazetteer of Scotland 
(Edinburgh: T. Ireland, 1833). 
12 Chambers, Picture of Scotland, ix. As mentioned in the introduction, Chambers was born with a birth 
anomaly known as hexadactylism, which consisted in his case of an extra digit-like appendage on each 
hand and each foot. On his feet, the appendages could not be completely removed because of a bony 
protuberance in each one. This caused him considerable pain until as an adult he was able to afford to pay a 
cobbler to make him special shoes to accommodate the growth.  
13 Chambers, Picture of Scotland, ix. 
14 Chambers, Picture of Scotland, x. 
15 The reference to Chambers having “Tory masters,” which he supposedly threw off in the 1830s, is from 
James A. Secord, “Introduction,” in Vestiges and Other Evolutionary Writings (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), xx. 
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for business and family reasons rather than from a desire to escape its ‘provincial’ 

character.16  

 

The Multidimensionality and Dualistic Nature of Scottish Culture 

Scotland suited Chambers—not because of its dominant Presbyterian culture but because 

of the alternative to that: a progressive, naturalistic, speculative community of people and 

ideas that served as a complementary contrast to the prevailing norm from at least the 

time of David Hume through the rise of British Idealism in the 1860s. This 

countercultural current did not set itself in direct opposition to the mainstream, but rather 

formed part of a dialectical dialogue, sharing many common assumptions and values with 

                                                
16 Secord presents too one-sided a picture of Chambers’s relationship with London and Edinburgh, by 
implying that the intellectual community in London was more to Chambers’s liking than that in Edinburgh, 
and by leaving out the crucial significance of Chambers’s Scottish heritage from much of his discussion. 
Repeated references imply Chambers preferred London to Edinburgh on numerous points, but the evidence 
presents a more complicated picture. In one of his strongest statements concerning Chambers’s views about 
Edinburgh Secord writes “From the Chamberses perspective, the ‘Athens of the North’ had degenerated 
into a provincial backwater ruled by Calvinist fanatics” (Secord, Victorian Sensation, 494); the only letter 
cited in reference to this paragraph (NLS Dep. 341/112/2-3), however, contains no such implication, and 
during the late 1840s and 1850s (the period in question in Secord’s quote), Edinburgh was doing anything 
but ‘degenerating’ in this direction. While Chambers elsewhere did refer to Edinburgh as ‘provincial’ in 
contrast to London, there is no implication that this was considered entirely a negative: see NLS MSS. 
7267, 58-59, Letter from Robert Chambers to George Combe, May, 1843. An article in Chambers’s 
Edinburgh Journal, “Led by Ideas,” which addresses the faults of ideologues and which was originally 
sketched under the title of “London swarms with bores,” reveals Chambers’s attitude toward certain 
tendencies of London intellectual circles in 1845 ([Robert Chambers], “Led by Ideas,” Chambers’s 
Edinburgh Journal, New Series, Vol. IV, No. 97, (Nov. 8, 1845), 289-291; for evidence of Chambers as 
author and the original title, see NLS Acc 13178-Vol. 3, which had also been catalogued previously under 
NLS Dep. 341/41). Chambers frequently criticized London, and friends also frequently acknowledged how 
significant Edinburgh was to him. When Chambers and his wife moved to the London area in later life for a 
few short and devastating years (to be closer to a favorite daughter, who died, as did Anne Chambers, 
Robert’s wife, during their stay there), Robert Dale Owen wrote to him reflecting what Chambers seems to 
have expressed: “It is indeed a melancholy thing to part with Edinburgh, even though in the prospect of 
frequently revisiting it” (Dep.341.112/186-187). Robert Dale Owen at New Harmony wrote to Chambers 
April 20, 1860 and said, “I doubt not you acted wisely in removing to London, though I can well 
understand the regret with which you leave beautiful Edinburgh and Doune Terrace” (NLS Dep.341.88/75). 
On January 21, 1853, Chambers wrote very explicitly that he would be going to London “for business 
reasons for a year,” not referencing any delight over the prospect (Dep.341.112/111-112). While Chambers 
certainly did enjoy much about London, and was happy to spend two or three months each year there 
during the 1850s (as did almost all of the elite of Edinburgh at this time), his heart always belonged to 
Scotland, which is indicated most substantially by his choice to remain there through the vast majority of 
his life, despite his ability to dwell elsewhere had he chosen to—but also by dozens of references in his 
writings, both published and private, to his love for his mother country.   
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the traditional culture. Its proponents carried a great deal of power and influence even 

though they were not the majority. One important aspect running through many Scottish 

cultural productions—its Enlightenment, Jacobitism, Common Sense philosophy, 

phrenology, evolutionism, geology, physics, Episcopalianism, and British Idealism—is a 

relationship with traditional and conservative Presbyterianism and an interplay with 

Continental ideas, both of which were stronger in Scotland than in the rest of Britain 

through the eighteenth and early nineteenth century.17 Hume studied in France, James 

Hutton in Leyden, France, and Belgium, Francis Hutcheson in Ireland, and William 

Cullen in Leyden, and nearly all of the men of the Scottish Enlightenment read and 

engaged seriously with both Continental and English philosophies. Chambers was 

intimately involved in or at least sympathetic to many of these influential cultural 

movements, and was himself open to scientific and philosophical ideas from France and 

Germany, including those of Franz Joseph Gall, Johann Sprurzheim, Adolphe Quetelet, 

Étienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Antoine Étienne Renaud Augustin Serres, Johann 

Friedrich Meckel, and Auguste Comte. These Continental philosophers were almost all 

both deistic and teleological, and the natural religion component of their work was often 

magnified and made even more integral in Scottish incarnations of their ideas. 
 Scottish culture, as almost every writer on the country acknowledges, abounds 

with contrasts and dilemmas that arose from various other sources as well. Edinburgh, 

which was throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries largely pro-Union, is the 

capital of Scotland, and Scotland never was and probably never will be entirely at peace 

with its Britishness.18 Its people’s desire to set themselves apart, to maintain their 

separateness even if willing to be a part of the British whole, is one of the first features 

                                                
17 The Scottish Enlightenment was shaped by Continental exposure, but during the nineteenth century, 
Scottish young men stopped traveling to the Continent for education and culture at nearly the rate they had 
earlier, and Scottish institutions and education began to turn more and more English; see George Elder 
Davie, The Democratic Intellect: Scotland and Her Universities in the Nineteenth Century (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1961). Many of Chambers’s most important scientific friends, however, had 
studied directly in the Continent.   
18 “The need to conceal subversive thought and belief is a pre-condition of being Scottish. Most oaths of 
Royal allegiance were taken with fingers crossed behind backs, I suspect.” David Black, personal 
communication. 
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that stands out when one travels there, and this was in some ways even more true in 1844 

than it is today. The first visit to Scotland by a British monarch after the Union of 1707 

did not come until 1822 and it was accompanied by a fear of unruliness throughout the 

country. One might get a sense of how strained things were to know that George IV 

visited Ireland, an island no English king had ever traveled to before, a year prior to 

visiting Scotland. The enthusiastic welcome George IV received in the Emerald Isle, 

along with Walter Scott’s cajoling, convinced the King that it might be safe to go to 

Scotland, though the real forces behind the timing of his visit were political machinations 

from Parliament relating to foreign policy.19  

 Scott believed that even the upper classes, who were largely pro-Union and 

wanted better relations with England, needed to be instructed on how to behave properly. 

He reminded his countrymen in “Hints addressed to the Inhabitants of Edinburgh and 

Others in prospect of His Majesty’s Visit, by an old citizen,” of how happy they must be 

of this historic visit, and how well-behaved and restrained they were, “as nature and 

education” had made them. Scott felt the need to assure his countrymen that this English 

king had Scottish blood in his veins, and that their country was being tremendously 

honored by his trip there. Despite his pamphlet, certain Highlanders still caused a touch 

of embarrassment for the more cultured elites.20  A few decades later, Queen Victoria 

continued to improve relations with Scotland, but this embracing partnership was very 

new in the 1830s and ’40s when our story is set.  

 The political duality of Scotland, a country within a country, is codified by the 

Acts of Union of 1707, which left under Scottish control three of the most important 

elements that provide a collection of people with their cultural identity —the law courts, 

the educational system, and the church. While Scotland’s independent legislature was 

abolished, its local governments retained their Scottish character and distinctiveness, its 

                                                
19 For a popular discussion of the King’s journey, see John Prebble, The King’s jaunt: George IV in 
Scotland, August 1822: ‘one and twenty daft days’ (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 1988). 

20 Alisdair Ronaldson MacDonell of Glengarry, Scott’s model for Fergus Mac-Ivor in Waverley, displayed 
his ‘flamboyance’on more than one occasion, together with his entourage: Prebble, The King’s jaunt, 218, 
295-296, 317, 318.  
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educational system, both for its children and through its universities, was vastly superior 

to that of England, and the Presbyterian Kirk shaped the lives of almost every Scot with 

its intimate ties to local government, the law, and education. These institutions, combined 

with a long history of conflict and resistance, and continued use in literature and speech 

of the Scots language, separate Scotland of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from 

its southern neighbor. Despite all that Scots gave up to the Union, what they kept 

mattered far more since they retained the institutions and practices that were the 

foundational elements of national identity. And Calvinsim was an ingredient that 

infiltrated each of these aspects of independence. 

 This Scottish character remained distinct long after the Union took place. Hume 

noted the irony that Scotland was seen as preeminent in intellectual culture despite its 

subsumed political and social status: “Is it not strange that, at a time when we have lost 

our Princes, our Parliaments, our independent Government…is it not strange, I say, in 

these Circumstances, we shou’d really be the People most distinguish’d for Literature in 

Europe?”21 Throughout the eighteenth century, Scotland was in many ways a bleak, 

depressed, conquered, and emasculated country, forbidden even from having its own 

militia and looked down upon for its dialect, yet it produced some of the most prominent 

philosophers, writers, industrialists, imperialists, and scientists of the times.22 While the 

Scottish Enlightenment has been duly celebrated, albeit often as an anomalous 

occurrence, historians studying the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have often taken a 

darker view of Scottish potential. By focusing on the negatives of the Scottish economic 

situation, especially how the poorest of Scots were harmed and their lives disrupted as 

their country went through tremendous turmoil, many historians have painted an 

unrealistically negative picture of industrializing Scotland. As Craig Beveridge and 

Ronnie Turnbull persuasively argue in Scotland After the Enlightenment, it is reductionist 

to take the economic features of the Scottish experience of the poverty of its masses as 
                                                
21 David Hume, The Letters of David Hume: 1727-1765, Vol 1, J. Y. T. Greig, ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 255. 
22 The militia issue was an extreme sore spot with Enlightenment philosopher Adam Ferguson; see Adam 
Ferguson, Reflections previous to the Establishment of a Militia (London: R. and J. Dodley, 1756). 
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representative of the whole of its national character.23 Many Scots maintained a clear, 

distinctive culture and sense of autonomy and pride even under English domination and 

even while cooperating in their own subjugated status.  

 A part of this pride came from a religious ethic. The hardships Scots endured did 

not inevitably ruin them, but often instead fortified them. Chambers and his brother rose 

above the difficult circumstances their family had fallen into to become two of the prime 

movers of nineteenth-century Edinburgh. A popular Scottish aphorism, ‘He that tholes 

o’ercomes,’ was particularly relevant to those caught up in the nineteenth century 

disruptions wrought by the overthrow of the handloom industry, and the rise of jute, 

mining, steel making, and ship building, along with the Highland Clearances.24  But 

ordinary life in Scotland had always been difficult for the majority of its inhabitants, and 

a stoic response to adversity was common. Representing a typical attitude, James 

Beattie’s poem “The Minstrel,” which Chambers greatly respected, celebrates dearth as 

wholesome: 
Liberal, not lavish, is kind Nature’s hand; 
Nor was perfection made for man below. 
Yet all her schemes with nicest art are plann’d, 
Good counteracting ill, and gladness wo. 
With gold and gems if Chilian mountains glow, 
If bleak and barren Scotia’s hills arise; 
There plague and poison, lust and rapine grow; 
Here peaceful are the vales, and pure the skies, 

                                                
23 Craig Beveridge and Ronnie Turnbull, Scotland After the Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1997). 
“The experience of being Scottish in this presentation [by other historians] is an experience of limitation; a 
restriction of the choices and opportunities available to equivalent people in other cultural environments” 
(Beveridge and Turnbull, After the Enlightenment, 33). But they argue this is fundamentally mistaken, and 
presented from a political perspective for political ends, to make Scotland accept its place in the British 
sphere. T.C. Smout, A Century of the Scottish People 1830-1950 (London: Collins, 1986), is one of their 
main targets, along with William Ferguson, Scotland. 1689 to the Present (Edinburgh:  Boyd, 1968), Olive 
and Sydney Checkland, Industry and Ethos: Scotland 1832-1914 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1989), and Nicholas Phillipson and Rosalind Mitchison, Scotland in the Age of Improvement (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1970). Smout’s work in particular, despite his claim that, “we would be 
arrogant, as well as ignorant, to assume that we were happier people than they were,” is full of self-
righteous outrage, interpreting the history of the Scottish people through the moral and material standards 
of his own times as often as their own (Smout, Scottish People, 2).  
24 William Chambers, Robert’s brother and partner in business, lived by this motto (‘tholes’ indicating to 
suffer with endurance and without complaint) and had it inscribed on the St. Andrews Tower overlooking 
the Peebles burial ground when he sponsored its restoration. 
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And freedom fires the soul, and sparkles in the eyes.25  
The powerful ethic to endure and to make the most of whatever situation was handed out 

by God, fate, or the Lord of one’s land fostered an unusual number of Victorian success 

stories with very humble Scottish roots. The perception of the Scots as unusually 

successful was strong into the late nineteenth century, when Francis Galton wrote, “The 

average standard of the Lowland Scotch and the English North-country men is decidedly 

a fraction of a grade superior to that of the ordinary English, because the number of the 

former who attain to eminence is far greater than the proportionate number of their race 

would have led us to expect.”26  While Galton attributed this mostly to good breeding, 

cultural factors should also be given their due. Scotland not only had a different and 

superior education system compared to England’s, but a religious culture that instilled in 

men the need to demonstrate their status as saved through worldly signs. A major 

Scottish preoccupation was trying to reconcile one’s innate powerlessness over one’s 

own salvation with the imperative to demonstrate the assumed state of grace to the 

world.27  

 Along with predestination as an implicit tenet of Scottish Calvinism, the dilemma 

of the ‘bound will’ was a major source of seeming paradox in Scottish culture. To be 

among the chosen is to live a holy life because one has no option— yet to still believe 

that the choice one makes to have the faith that binds the will to God is the essence of the 

freedom of that very will. While this seems completely paradoxical, it is at the heart of 

Calvin’s discussion of free will, and continued to influence Scottish theology into the 

                                                
25 For a personal assessment of this poem written by Chambers, see Robert Chambers, A Biographical 
Dictionary of Eminent Scotsmen, s.v. “James Beattie,” Vol. I (Glasgow: Blackie and Son, 1835), 181-192; 
“The Minstrel” is discussed on 186 and 191. Chambers quoted this poem at length in his Cyclopaedia of 
English Literature in 1844: see Robert Chambers [and Robert Carruthers], Cyclopaedia of English 
Literature :  A History, Critical and Biographical, of British Authors from the Earliest to the Present Times , 
vol. 2 (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1844      (1844), 105.         
26 Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry into its Laws and Consequences (New York: D. 
Appleton, 1891), 340. 
27 And as David Black has noted about political oaths, we can only speculate about what was in the private 
hearts of those who made their public confessions of faith in the Kirk. The unusual involvement of the Kirk 
Session courts in the daily lives of its citizens through several centuries of Scottish history likely created 
generations of experts at dissimulation. 



 46 

nineteenth century.28 We will see multiple examples of similar dilemmas playing out in 

the following pages. Issues of freedom and necessity were major themes in Scottish 

Enlightenment philosophy, and the Scottish brand of phrenology argued that 

empowerment could be gained through the acceptance of physical constraints and limits 

on individual potential. A person’s innate, biological, and ordained nature could be 

managed only if examined, understood, and acknowledged; then one could operate as 

effectively as possible within those constraints, and could even try to manipulate and alter 

them through education and exercise. Scottish naturalism was also fundamentally based 

on a similar tension, and was always embedded with a religious imperative—the world 

works as it does because God designed it, preordained it, to work that way. There was no 

mysticism in this—natural law was natural because it was created to be, not because it 

unfolded thusly on its own terms.   

 James Hogg, who was a friend of Robert Chambers and grew up in an area of the 

Borders very near Chambers’s home town, wrote a brilliant novel published in 1824 

called The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, showing that such 

Calvinist dilemmas were still an issue in the early nineteenth century.29 This book 

deserves far more study than it has received. Among much else, the novel is a bitter 

critique of the Predestinarian doctrine. The complex plot unfolds through first-person 

accounts from both a nineteenth-century newspaper editor and the murderous early 

eighteenth-century villain whose story the editor is revealing. The deceased character, 

whose “Memoir” is being relayed, is Robert Wringhim, who either has an evil alter 

personality or is in direct communion with the devil who sometimes takes over his mind. 

Assured of his own salvation, Wringhim murders his brother and others to cleanse the 

world of their supposed evil deeds. Though the book was originally published 

anonymously, Hogg implicitly reveals his authorship through a letter from himself 
                                                
28 John Calvin, The Bondage and Liberation of the Will: A Defence of the Orthodox Doctrine of Human 
Choice against Pighius (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002).  
29 James Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner: Written by Himself: With a 
detail of curious traditionary facts and other evidence by the editor (London: Longman, et al, 1824). This 
book is listed in the “Catalogue of Robert Chambers’ Circulating Library” (Edinburgh, 1829); see NLS L. 
C. 3344.15. 



 47 

printed by the editor in the conclusion of the novel. Confessions is elaborately layered, 

and Cates Baldridge has argued that it is as much a satire against early nineteenth-century 

Edinburgh publishing as it is against eighteenth-century religious duplicity.30 Whether 

either or both, it represents a penetrating treatment of the paradox of human nature from a 

Scottish perspective—good and evil, assured salvation and just damnation united in one 

man. 

 Scottish history holds plenty of other sources of contradictions that are in a 

dynamic play of dialectical reconciliation and tension. The odd nature of Jacobitism in 

the Scottish context is another salient example. How strange it seems to a linear logic of 

history that the restoration of a Catholic monarchy became the symbol of resistance to 

oppression, and this in a country with an official Calvinist state church. Following 

Turnbull and Beveridge, we can reframe the Jacobite enigma.31 Rather than seeing the 

movement as an anachronistic, doomed, conservative, and backwards attempt to revive 

the dead or inevitably dying, as both British Whig and Scottish Marxist interpretations by 

E. P. Thompson, Tom Nairn, and others present, Jacobitism can be seen as a patriotic 

fight for self determination, and certainly that is how its image was co-opted by those in 

the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries once any genuine fear of rebellion had 

passed.32 The continued popularity of Scottish folk songs of a Jacobite flavor kept the 

spirit of the movement alive long after the danger of any serious insurrection. Along with 

Robert Burns, Chambers, Hogg, and many others demonstrated this spirit by collecting 

older songs into anthologies and in creating new ones for the contemporary public.33   

                                                
30 Cates Baldridge, “Antinomian Reviewers: Hogg’s Critique of Romantic-era Magazine Culture in The 
Confessions of a Justified Sinner,” Studies in the Novel, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Winter 2011), 385-405. 
31 Craig Beveridge and Ronnie Tunrbull, “Jacobitism in Historiography and Cultural Theory,” in Scotland 
After the Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1997), 57-79. 
32 See Tom Nairn, “Old and New Scottish Nationalism,” in Gordon Brown, ed., The Red Paper on Scotland 
(Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Student Publications Board, 1975), 22-57, especially 32, 40-42; Tom 
Nairn, The Break-up of Britain, 2nd ed. (London, NLB, 1981); Lindsay Paterson, “Scotch Myths,” Bulletin 
of Scottish Politics, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring, 1981), 67-71; E. P. Thompson, Whigs and Hunters: The Origin 
of the Black Act (London: Penguin Books, 1976), 258.  
33 All three participated in both projects—for some of Hogg’s contributions, see James Hogg, The Jacobite 
Relics (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1819), which includes songs of the time but also some of his own 
compositions. See the next chapter for more about Chambers’s role in this project. 
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The Lasting Legacy of the Scottish Enlightenment 

With this brief backdrop of the continued independence of Scottish institutions, 

determined nationalism, the romanticization of the Jacobite cause and the land itself, and 

the pervasive influence of Scottish Calvinism, let us now move to the aptly celebrated 

Scottish Enlightenment, the spirit of which acted on Chambers during his developing 

years. Along with absorbing the general pervasive influence of local Scottish philosophy 

and history taught in Scottish schools, Chambers reviewed several authors during the 

period in which he was writing Vestiges, and Enlightenment figures Hume and Henry 

Home, Lord Kames, were among them.34 Along with multiple books on Scottish and 

Edinburgh history that he wrote himself, Chambers also composed two books directly 

relating to writers in Scotland and England, with significant emphasis on Enlightenment 

men. The first was Biographical Dictionary of Eminent Scotsmen, originally published in 

1835 but re-released and emended for the next several decades. The second, which he 

composed concurrently with Vestiges, was  Cyclopaedia of English Literature :  A History, 

Critical and Biographical, of British Authors from the Earliest to the Present Times ; this 

was co-authored with Robert Carruthers.35 Both of these encyclopedic collections present 

short vignettes describing many of the most important personages in Scottish intellectual 

and literary achievement.36 These books demonstrate that Chambers often deeply studied 

the works and sometimes also archival material relating to the men he wrote about. 

Chambers also made heavy use of secondary sources to fill his multiple volumes. 

Chambers wrote separate biographical accounts of individual Scotsmen as well—of 

Burns, Scott, and Tobias Smollett.37                                                                    

                                                
34 See St. Andrews Library Records for Robert Chambers.  
35 Robert Chambers, A Biographical Dictionary of Eminent Scotsmen, 4 vols. (Glasgow: Blackie and Son, 
1835); and Robert Chambers [and Robert Carruthers], Cyclopaedia of English Literature :  A History, 
Critical and Biographical, of British Authors from the Earliest to the Present Times , 4 vols. (Edinburgh: 
W. & R. Chambers, 1844).                   
36 Every Enlightenment individual mentioned here was given extensive coverage in these works, and many 
were mentioned in various other Chambers publications.  
37 Robert Chambers, “Life of Sir Walter Scott,” in Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal (October, 1832), 289-
300; James Currie and Robert Chambers, Life and Works of Burns (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1838); 
John Wilson and Robert Chambers, The land of Burns, a series of landscapes and portraits, the landscapes 
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 The full extent of Chambers’s intimate exposure to the works of the Scottish 

Enlightenment and what direct influence they had on him can only be inferred. In 

addition to his direct research, he was also necessarily exposed indirectly through 

conversations with his brother, friends, and colleagues and popular discussions of these 

famous works. In Edinburgh at this time, Scottish Enlightenment men and their ideas 

were the topics of party conversations, were referenced regularly in periodical articles, 

and were still taught as essential elements of the college and high school curriculums in 

moral philosophy, political economy, belles lettres, and several other subjects. Many of 

the Edinburgh men around Chambers’s age had been educated in moral philosophy by 

Dugald Stewart, who was himself a loyal student of Thomas Reid and Adam Ferguson, or 

by William Hamilton, who carried on the tradition after Stewart passed. Thomas Brown 

represented an alternative vision for the first few decades of the nineteenth century that 

still embraced many of the fundamental Enlightenment ideas, paralleling for the turn of 

the century what Hume, Hugh Blair, and Adam Smith had provided a few decades 

before—a complementary contrast to what had become mainstream.38 Chambers, a self-

taught expert on local and national history, a lover of philosophy, and the editor of one of 

                                                                                                                                            
from paintings by D.O. Hill (Glasgow and Edinburgh: Blackie and Son, 1840); Tobias Smollet and Robert 
Chambers, Smollett; his life and a selection from his writings (London: W. & R. Chambers, 1867). The 
“Catalogue of Robert Chambers’ Circulating Library” (a project that Chambers operated out of his 
bookshop in 1829) includes mostly history, fiction, and romances (some from the German, including 
Goethe); one notable Enlightenment book included is Sketches of the History of Mankind by Henry Home, 
Lord Kames. We can also look to the volumes of Chambers’s personal library that were auctioned off after 
his death to find Scottish Enlightenment authors, but works that are missing from it are no more evidence 
for a lack of exposure than are gaps in the fossil record evidence against gradual evolution—it is entirely 
possible that some of those most important to him were passed on to his children to be kept in the family 
rather than being auctioned off; titles include works by Hume, Smollett, Tytler, Robertson, Boswell, 
Smellie, Playfair, and Dugald Stewart’s collection of Adam Smith’s Works: see Catalogue of the very 
valuable library of the late Robert Chambers...which will be sold by auction...on Monday, May 5, 1873, 
and three following days, etc. (Edinburgh: Colston & Sons, 1873; NLS L.C.1054(1). 
38  Brown criticized Reid and defended Hume from skepticism: see Thomas Brown,  Inquiry into the 
Relation of Cause and Effect, 3rd ed. (Edinburgh: Mundell and Son, 1818); and for a modern exposition of 
his views, see George Davie, The Scotch Metaphysics: A Century of Enlightenment in Scotland (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2001), 117-134 especially; and Bernard E. Rollin, Introduction to Inquiry into 
the Relation of Cause and Effect, 4th ed., by Thomas Brown (Delmar, NY: Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints, 
1977), v-xvii. While Brown’s work was tremendously influential for the quarter century after it appeared, it 
was first demolished by William Hamilton and then eclipsed by John Stuart Mill thereafter, and Rollin’s 
work is contained in the first modern reprint.  



 50 

the most important periodicals of the 1830s and 1840s, was well versed in the main 

themes running through the philosophy and history written by his fellow countrymen at 

what was the height of his country’s intellectual influence. Nevertheless, I am less 

concerned here with drawing direct causal connections between these authors and the 

work produced by Chambers than with recreating a bit of the spirit of a time which was 

still fresh in the historical memories of the Scottish intellectual and literate classes during 

the 1820s through the 1840s, and putting Vestiges in context by demonstrating how it 

participated in some of the same themes of the Scottish Enlightenment.  

 According to Alexander Broadie, the Scottish Enlightenment was unique among 

the European branches of this movement for several important reasons.39 First, while the 

basic issues they addressed, like the fundamentals of human nature, justification for belief 

in God, the importance of history, and understanding the laws of nature were of broad 

concern, the Scottish discussion of such issues was influenced and shaped by the 

particular local context—economic and governmental structures, religious ideals, history, 

and geography unique to Scotland. The movement was made up mainly of those who had 

risen from the middle class rather than those who were born into wealth or station, so 

they were men with genuine experience of the world.40 In addition, many of the leading 

figures of the Scottish Enlightenment were men of the law or of the Kirk, with their feet 

on the ground among the people, and even the university professors had close and 

interactive ties to government and business. Chambers wrote of Smith:  

His residence in one of the largest commercial towns in the island, must have 
been of considerable advantage to him, by enabling him to acquire correct 
practical information…and Mr Stewart states, as a circumstance very honourable 
to the liberality of the merchants of Glasgow, that, notwithstanding the reluctance 
so common among men of business to listen to the conclusions of mere 
speculation, and the direct opposition of Dr Smith’s leading principles to all the 
old maxims of trade, he was able, before leaving the university, to rank some of 
the most eminent merchants of the city among the number of his proselytes.41 

                                                
39 Alexander Broadie, The Scottish Enlightenment: The Historical Age of the Historical nation (Edinburgh: 
Birlnn Ltd., 2007).  
40 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 29.  
41 Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. 4, 259. 
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Such relationships influenced the Scottish philosophers to be more realistic than utopian 

in their schemes for progress; they seemed to know that only limited and moderate 

change was likely to occur even with the best plans. Hume, for example, was quite 

modest in his attempt to reduce superstition, knowing that his arguments against a ready 

flight to miracles would never completely eliminate belief in them and would only be 

effective for those who were both reasonable and educated.42 The fact that the University 

of St. Andrews had so little Enlightenment activity compared to Aberdeen, Glasgow, and 

Edinburgh can be explained, Broadie suggests, by its isolation from practical matters of 

state and business.43  This goal of moderate, measured steps leading slowly but steadily 

toward improvement provides a philosophical setting readily compatible with ideas of 

evolutionary change. 

 Another facet related to this idea of moderate improvement by degrees is that 

progress has costs as well as benefits, another parallel with evolutionary change. Smith’s 

Wealth of Nations offered the idea of state education as redress for the mind-numbing 

effects of efficiency bought by the division of labor, a corollary he saw as terrible but 

perhaps necessary and partially ameliorable.44 “Progress,” then, was a “mixed blessing,” 

something with potentially deplorable consequences, and always to be carefully 

measured against its dangerous moral effects.45 Chambers was extremely concerned with 

this idea of mixed blessings—he wrote repeatedly about the losses that ‘progress’ in 

science, industry, and even politics had brought along with its gains. Pollution, the 

disenchantment of the world, the contraction of meaning and purpose inherent in 

increasingly analytical science, the loss of traditional ways of life, and far more examples 

                                                
42 David Hume, Essays and Treatises on Several Subjects, Vol. II, Containing An Enquiry Concerning 
Human Understanding, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, and The Natural History of 
Religion  (London: A. Millar, 1768), 128.   
43 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 25-26. 
44 Chambers had certainly studied Smith—he wrote his own summary and brief analysis of The Wealth of 
Nations and addressed other work as analyzed by others in Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. 4, 
253-268—one of the longer entries in the book. 
45 The quoted terms refer to Broadie’s interpretation of Smith’s ideas found in Broadie, Scottish 
Enlightenment, 40. 
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will be addressed in the pages that follow.46 This concern shows up as a steady Romantic 

streak running through his work, but in a Scottish context, this Romantic element is not 

inherently or even largely oppositional to key Enlightenment ideas as it might have been 

in England and Germany. It is rather an attempt to bend the Enlightenment in a certain 

direction. In Edinburgh especially, there is a more nuanced and subtle interaction 

between the Romantic and the analytic, between the philosophic and the popular, and 

between science and religion, all of which are displayed in the pages of Vestiges. The 

relations of the Enlightenment and Romanticism in Scotland were complementary, as we 

shall see in a following chapter, and both were often explicitly religious. 

 

Social Climate and Religious Toleration during the Scottish Enlightenment 

Broadie delineates several other important features that flavored the Scottish branch of 

the Enlightenment, including its social character. While the Enlightenment project 

everywhere was anti-authority in terms of demanding reasons and evidence for the 

justification of beliefs and arguments, in Scotland it was not at all anti-establishment—

because many of its leaders were very much members of the establishment themselves. 

The Scottish literati were part of, not apart from, their communities. Where Paris had its 

salons, Scotland had its clubs with their various published transactions. Writing and 

sharing were taken to be essential not just to free speech but to free thought—the ability 

to share one’s ideas with little fear of reprisal enabled one to sharpen them by exposing 

them to the light of day, comparing them with others, and exploring alternatives. The 

leading lights formed dozens of clubs and banded together to discuss, explore, and debate 

ideas, giving the Enlightenment a profoundly social character. To “think with others,” 

                                                
46 For just a few examples from several different periods of his life, see Robert Chambers, The 
Kaleidoscope; or, Edinburgh Literary Amusement (Edinburgh: William Chambers, 1821); Robert 
Chambers, Popular Nursery Rhymes of Scotland (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1841); Robert Chambers, 
Explanations: A Sequel (London: Churchill, 1845); Robert Chambers, “The Innocent Railway,” Chambers 
Edinburgh Journal, Vol. 5, No. 105 (January 1846); Robert Chambers, Preface to The Book of Days, a 
miscellany of popular antiquities, Vol. 1  (London and Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1863); Chambers 
and Smollett, Smollett: His Life and a Selection from His Writings, 2.  
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Broadie says, is the “Enlightenment imperative.”47  And to think with others who think 

differently than you do was a crucial aspect of this dictum; a saying often attributed to 

Hume captures this spirit: “Truth springs from argument amongst friends.”48 This social 

milieu was made all the richer by its interdisciplinary nature, since the clubs were made 

up of men who were experts in many diverse fields. This club culture and religious 

plurality persisted into the nineteenth century, and Chambers participated in dozens of 

clubs, including the Royal Society of Edinburgh (sponsored as a member in 1840 by the 

prominent neuroanatomist Sir Charles Bell), the Antiquarian Society, the Physical 

Society, the Philosophical Association (which became the Edinburgh Philosophical 

Institution in 1845, and of which Chambers served as a director in 1849-50), and the St. 

Andrews Literary and Philosophical Society.49 Chambers also played a prominent role in 

the British Association for the Advancement of Sciences (BAAS) meeting that occurred 

in Edinburgh in 1850.  

 There was never a serious attempt to shut down these clubs during the 

Enlightenment by either government or Kirk officials, even when the talk at meetings 

was rumored to be quite subversive.50 While the tolerance displayed was by no means 

total, and may only be seen among the intellectual elite, it was extraordinary in 

comparison to what had come before and what went on in other countries at the time.51 At 

around the same time in France, Voltaire’s books were being banned and burned, and 

Diderot had been imprisoned. Of course none of the Scots, even Hume, went as far as 

Voltaire and Diderot had gone to annoy the authorities, though Ferguson started the 

Poker Club to actively campaign for a militia in the 1760s and 1770s. It was joined by 
                                                
47 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 28. 
48 While I have found this phrase repeatedly attributed online to Hume, I have been unable to track down 
any original source, and it is likely misattributed.  
49 By no means exhaustive, others include the many chartable organizations he joined and often served as 
board member: Working Men’s Houses 1850, Scottish Equitable Society, and St Andrews Square 
Improvement 1851. When in London, Chambers participated in the Red Lion Club and the Royal 
Institution, along with numerous other scientific societies. See Secord, Victorian Sensation, 489-494, for 
reference to Chambers in the Red Lions. For archival evidence of Chambers’s association with this group, 
see NLS Dep. 341/30, NLS Dep. 341/32, and NLS Dep. 341/45.  
50 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 31. 
51 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 32-38.  
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almost every Scottish Enlightenment figure and must have troubled the English. 

Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith were each criticized by the Kirk for heterodoxy, but only 

Hume was barred from a university post because of his religious expression.52 It had only 

been a few generations since Thomas Aikenhead had been executed in Edinburgh (1696), 

the last man condemned to die for heresy in all of Britain (though witchcraft executions 

continued); considering the extremely heterodox arguments that some of the 

Enlightenment men expressed, it is all the more striking how enlightened Scotland had 

become.53 Indeed, rather than being tried for his views, Hume was elected Keeper to the 

Advocates’ Library, an institution that housed, among other things, archives and 

manuscripts of national importance, as a kind of consolation after being nearly 

unanimously opposed on religious grounds for two different university chairs. Others 

with very unorthodox views, such as Lord Kames and James Hutton, continued to be 

welcomed as respected members of their intellectual communities (and in Kames’s case, 

of his profession as well) even though their heterodox opinions were well known. This air 

of relative toleration continued into the nineteenth century, and should be considered 

when assessing the risk that Chambers took by secretly publishing such a notorious book 

as Vestiges, despite the grumblings he and his friend George Combe sometimes uttered 

against the intolerance of their neighbors.  

 An imperative to think in company implies a need to be free to express and to be 

heard, but only if there are a variety of opinions would such a principle make a 

constructive difference. Ferguson proposed a system of checks and balances in his 

History of Civil Society— and such checks are in principle as much ideological as 

institutional.54 Debate, divergence, and even dissonance were seen as positives by 

                                                
52 John Rae, The Life of Adam Smith (London: Macmillan & Co., 1895), 134-140. The Poker Club was 
named as an analogy to a fireplace poker with the intention to stir up a larger popular movement. 
53 The last person executed in Britain for witchcraft was Janet Horne in Dornoch, Scotland in 1727, and the 
witch statute was repealed in 1736. For the witch prosecutions, see Brian P. Levack, Witch-hunting in 
Scotland: Law, Politics, and Religion (New York-London: Routledge, 2008). 
54 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 2nd ed. (London: A. Millar and T. Cadell, 
1768), 209-210; and Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 87-90.  
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Ferguson, Kames, Hume, and others. Lord Kames insisted on the importance of religious 

variety, both for social relations and for the benefit of the individual: 
Endless differences in temper, in taste, and in mental faculties, that of reason in 
particular, produce necessarily variety in sentiment and in opinion. Can God be 
displeased with such variety when it is his own work?...[such differences] rouse the 
attention, give exercise to the understanding, and sharpen the reasoning faculty. With 
respect to religion in particular, perfect uniformity, which furnisheth no subject for 
thinking nor for reasoning, would produce languor in divine worship, and make us sink 
into cold indifference.55 
 

Certainly Chambers would have agreed with this, since most of his closest friends were 

dissenters and many were offering to the public alternative religious visions of their own. 

There are echoes of similar concerns in Chambers’s views concerning scientific society, 

as well—he argued that those in power in scientific organizations and publications should 

allow broader views into scientific debate. He even appealed to a sort of democratic 

epistemology to allow his own ideas a fair hearing when expert opinion rejected them.56 

Chambers’s deliberate stand on the politics of science was accomplished with the 

background of Enlightenment political and religious philosophy supporting him.57 

Ferguson maintained that people needed to keep themselves engaged to prevent politics 

from becoming the exclusive domain of a specialized class, and Chambers thought the 

same way about science and religion—ordinary people needed to play a participatory role 

in the making of knowledge and belief.58  

 This strong sense of republicanism, while limited and restrained, was a part of 

Scottish culture, and was probably rooted in Calvinism. Although every man and woman 

might have been responsible for his or her own state of grace, the community at large 

played a role in policing the moral atmosphere and the patron in an area (until the 

                                                
55 Kames, Sketches of the History of Man, 2nd ed., Vol. 4, (Edinburgh: W. Creech, 1788), 438-439.  
56 Robert Chambers, Explanations: A Sequel (London: Churchill, 1845), 175-184.  
57 On Chambers’s political intentions, see Secord, “Introduction,” Vestiges, xix-xxv, xliii-xlv. Secord’s 
interpretations concerning some of these issues will be challenged here.  
58 For Ferguson on participatory republicanism, see Ferguson, Civil Society, 209, 292-294, and many 
others. 
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Disruption of 1843) had a strong role in choosing the ministers of the parish.59 By the late 

eighteenth century, republicanism was integrated into an egalitarian ethic that was by no 

means universal but was still much stronger than in other parts of Britain. Robert Burns 

put the idea in verse in “A Man’s a Man for A’ That,” which was a popular song even 

among the elite in the second quarter of the nineteenth century:60  
A prince can mak a belted knight,  
A marquis, duke, an’ a’ that!  
But an honest man’s aboon his might --  
Guid faith, he mauna fa’ that!  
For a’ that, an’ a’ that,  
Their dignities, an’ a’ that,  
The pith o’ sense an’ pride o’ worth  
Are higher rank than a’ that. 
 
Then let us pray that come it may  
(As come it will for a’ that)  
That Sense and Worth o’er a’ the earth  
Shall bear the gree an’ a’ that!  
For a’ that, an’ a’ that,  
It’s comin yet for a’ that,  
That man to man the world o’er  
Shall brithers be for a’ that.61 

 
                                                
59 The Disruption was an issue of control between parishioners and state-supported patrons, and the Free 
Church was even more democratic since it allowed parishioners to veto ministers. In the Free Church, 
patrons had no role, but the official state Church of Scotland continued the same policies after the 
Disruption.  
60 As evidenced by Sir John Lockhart’s work on Burns, for one thing. Still, in 1837, an American edition of 
Burns’s life and work states of Lockhart: “It certainly appears odd, that a high Tory functionary should 
stand out the champion of the Bard who sung, ‘A man’s a man for a’ that;’ and who, because of his 
democratic tendencies, not only missed of public patronage, but moreover had long to sustain every 
humiliation and indirect persecution the local satellites of intolerance could fling upon him. But the lapse of 
time, and the spread of intelligence, have done much to remove prejudices and soften asperities…”: Robert 
Burns, John Lockhart, and James Currie, The Works of Robert Burns: Containing His Life (Hartford: Judd, 
Loomis,  and Co., 1837). These comments reflect attitudes that were still strong in the eighteenth century 
but were indeed weakening in the nineteenth, partially due to the mixing involved in parish education and 
the work of all the rising middle class Enlightenment men—although Britain was not then nor now as 
democratic as Americans would find normal.  
61 Robert Burns, The Works of Robert Burns: With an Account of His Life, and a Criticism on His Writings, 
to which are Prefixed Some Observations on the Character and Condition of the Scottish Peasantry, ed. 
James Currie, 2nd ed., Vol. 3 (London: T. Cadell, Jun. and W. Davies, 1801), 215-217. Burns’s poem was 
written in 1795, and thus entered Britain at a time when such republican ideas were highly suspect—yet it 
reflected a Scottish ethic that had existed prior to the troubles with France, and that was revived even 
stronger after the Napoleonic threat was eradicated.  
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In Scotland, a man of good sense but humble means could rise to be respected and 

honored by aristocrats, and many had done so, Burns and Chambers included.  

 This moderate democratic spirit in Scotland (when compared to both England and 

France) was also associated with the practical realism of common sense. The opinions of 

‘the vulgar’ were credited with more legitimacy than the misguided speculations of 

certain high-minded philosophers—and promoted as such by some other very high-

minded philosophers themselves.62 Many of the ideas about the trustworthiness of sense 

experience that were later taken up by Thomas Reid were in George Turnbull’s A 

Treatise on Ancient Painting and his Principles of Moral Philosophy.63 James Beattie and 

George Campbell spoke of ‘common sense’ often, as well, but it was Reid who gave it its 

most thorough and philosophical treatment. One aspect of the common sense philosophy 

promoted by at least Beattie, Campbell, and Reid is that testimony is an adequate and 

sufficient evidence for truth, if the testimony comes from a reliable source and is 

reasonable. This position arose as an attempted refutation of Hume’s alleged skepticism, 

on miracles in particular.64 This reliance on testimony assumed an intuitive, innate sense 

of what is true, which needed to be entirely consistent within human nature. Reid argued 

that people have direct access to the outside world through their senses, and therefore 

unless there is a strong reason not to believe our sense experience, we should believe it. 

Justification for a belief in reality is no more complicated than that there is no good 

reason not to believe in it that would make more sense. Chambers believed that he had 

ready access to reality, even in some of his wilder speculations. He saw analogies in 

                                                
62 Reid repeatedly uses this term and this conception as a test for self-evidence; see Thomas Reid, An 
Inquiry Into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense, 3rd ed. (London: T. Cadell and T. 
Longman, 1769).  
63 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 157; George Turnbull, A Treatise on Ancient Painting (1740; repr., 
München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1971); and George Turnbull, The Principles of Moral Philosophy: An 
Enquiry Into the Wise and Good Government of the Moral World (London: J. Noon, 1740). 
64 See James Beattie, An Essay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth, in Opposition to Sophistry and 
Sceptism (Philadelphia: Solomon Wieatt, 1809), 86-89; George Campbell, A Dissertation on Miracles 
Containing an Examination of the Principles Advanced by David Hume, Esq. in an Essay on the Subject 
(Edinburgh: A. Kincaid & J. Bell, 1762), v-vii. Chambers would later write an extensive essay defending 
testimony during his years as a spiritualist: Robert Chambers, Edinburgh Papers: Testimony Its Posture in 
the Scientific World (London and Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1859).  
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nature as real relationships, and hence sought unities in natural objects that before seemed 

very disparate, including real physical relations between species. He also argued that 

quotidian processes like growth and development are the only model necessary to 

understand change in the universe. While Chambers sometimes criticized Reid, and was 

far from grounded at times, he still existed in what was in many ways a common sense 

universe.  

 

Enlightenment Contributions to Educational Philosophy and Moral Improvement 

One necessity for improving a society and all of its diverse people, according to both 

Chambers and his intellectual forebears, was improving education. Some important 

Scottish ideals about education originated and were given firm philosophical support 

during the Scottish Enlightenment.65 Dugald Stewart argued that a general education for 

the masses was a fundamental value of Enlightenment, and this idea was tied to a concept 

of moral improvement with religious roots: 
[S]urely the great aim of an enlightened and benevolent philosophy, is not to rear a small 
number of individuals, who may be regarded as prodigies in an ignorant and admiring 
age, but to diffuse, as widely as possible, that degree of cultivation which may enable the 
bulk of a people to possess all the intellectual and moral improvement of which their 
nature is susceptible.66 

 
While Stewart was a critic of the way that education was then conducted, his philosophy 

was widespread in Scotland, and relative to its southern neighbor, Scotland excelled in 

this arena. Rank of birth and political station were of less consequence (though certainly 

far from irrelevant) when almost anyone could have access to a basic education, and 

many of humble origins had the opportunity, with parish help and scholarships, to extend 

their learning through even university. This sense of the ‘democratic intellect’ was an 

extremely cherished cultural value during the nineteenth century to people like 

Chambers, who rose from poverty and obscurity to riches and fame, and credited their 

                                                
65 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 112. 
66 Stewart, Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (Battleborough: William Fessenden, 1813), 31-
32. 
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parish educations for the privilege.67 But the philosophical justification for this position 

was an Enlightenment endowment.  

 Smith wrote extensively in both his Theory of Moral Sentiments and The Wealth 

of Nations about how important it is to educate workers and keep their minds and spirits 

healthy so that they will continue to be creative and productive employees on the one 

hand, but even more importantly because it is one’s duty as a moral being to have 

sympathy with their plights. Smith’s directives might well have been the model for the 

W. & R. Chambers partnership, through which both the means for education and respect 

for the human dignity of the firm’s employees were offered at every level of the company 

hierarchy. Smith also argued that education ought to be provided by public funds, which 

the Chambers brothers supported, along with George Combe, during the 1830s and 

1840s. Agreeing with Smith, Dugald Stewart wrote in Elements of the Philosophy of the 

Human Mind that education should be general, meaning consideration should be given to 

mathematics, science, philosophy, history, and belles lettres.68 Such was the publishing 

mission of W. & R. Chambers, a prolific purveyor of cheap, quality educational literature 

for all ages and levels in many general subjects. It was also one of the intentions behind 

Vestiges—to educate the public with a broad, integrated, holistic, general view of the 

sciences and how they interconnect and ‘reflect light’ on one another. 

 

Enlightenment History and Conjectural Origin Stories 
Among the most significant contributions to Scottish Enlightenment literature were 

histories. The Enlightenment study of history allowed the scrutiny of human society to 

become more scientific by seeking causal relations and predictive power.69 Improvement 

was a primary Enlightenment goal, and ideas concerning societal improvement mirrored 

ideas about the improvement of the individual so important in Presbyterian theology. 

Deliberate improvement requires knowledge of causes, or at least of functional relations. 
                                                
67 NLS Dep. 341/74, 75-78; see also William Chambers, Memoir of Robert Chambers, with 
Autobiographic Reminiscences of William Chambers (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1872), 59-60. 
68 Stewart, Elements, 27-28 is one example, but the idea is promoted throughout the work. 
69 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 56-57. 
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Sir John Sinclair, who prepared the exhaustive Statistical Account of Scotland, asked for 

historical data and information on how and why things had changed in the questionnaires 

he distributed to parish officials.70 Ferguson looked for principles or forces that cause 

civic corruption, and Smith looked for principles and causes of wealth, each using history 

as his guide. Smith wrote that examining history allows us to replicate successes in the 

future and to avoid mistakes from the past.71 Hume was widely respected as a historian 

and a philosopher of history, and professed that history was important not just to teach 

the facts of one’s cultural past and the deeds of one’s forebears, but to celebrate virtues, 

to mourn and scorn evil doings, and to inspire young men and women to better 

themselves.72 This imperative to improve not just physical and societal conditions but 

also the internal moral condition of people was a primary concern for Chambers as well. 

The declared mission of the business he was in— people’s publishing—and of 

Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal was to increase and improve the moral character of 

ordinary people by providing wholesome sustenance for their minds.73 History was a 

crucial source of inspiration for individuals. Chambers wrote in 1827: 
I have in this work, endeavoured to direct attention almost exclusively to what may be 
supposed capable of exciting the moral and imaginative faculties of my countrymen. 
Whatever places derive an interest from the associations of history…wherever man has 
fought, or loved, or sung; wherever human nature has appeared in circumstances of 
extraordinary peril or pain…these places, and these things, receive the most attention in 
the following pages.74  
 

                                                
70 The Statistical Account of Scotland was an Enlightenment project to gather statistical data about the 
conditions and population of Scotland during the 1790s. Sir John Sinclair sent questionnaires to hundreds 
of parishes asking about their geography, population, agriculture, industry, and resources. See Sir John 
Sinclair, Specimen of the Statistical Account of Scotland: Drawn Up from the Communications of the 
Ministers of the Different Parishes (Edinburgh, 1791).  
71 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 56-57; citing Adam Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, ed. 
J. C. Bryce (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 90. 
72 David Hume, “Of the Study of History,” Essays, Moral and Political (Edinburgh: R. Fleming and A. 
Alison, 1741), 69-78. In this essay, Hume explicitly pleads with women to take up the study of history as a 
way to improve themselves—especially to increase their ability to be interesting to men! 
73 “The Editor’s Address to His Readers,” Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal Vol. 1, No. 1 (February, 1832).  
74 Chambers, Picture of Scotland, 1827, vi-vii. 
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By providing historical lessons, Chambers hoped that people would learn vicariously 

from the mistakes and successes of their forebears, as well as be moved to change the 

future.   

 For the Enlightenment literati, the most significant feature of history was that it 

showed real progress; what would become an abomination to late twentieth-century 

historians was the raison d’etre for the study of history in the eighteenth and nineteenth. 

Hume wrote that history shows “the policy of government, and the civility of 

conversation refining by degrees, and every thing which is ornamental to human life 

advancing towards its perfection.”75 Ferguson made a desire to “better themselves” one of 

his three “laws” of the Will.76 While Hume’s view of progress was presented without 

explicit reference to God, other Scottish historians wrote frequently of Providence’s role 

in improvement through human history. One of the most famous and important of the 

Enlightenment historians was the Church of Scotland minister and principal of the 

University of Edinburgh, William Robertson, but his work was certainly not the only 

source from which Chambers would have read that Providence worked in the present via 

the unfolding of a divine plan over time—a theme that was at the heart of Vestiges.77 This 

view of Providence, according to Broadie, was nearly universal in Scottish histories of 

the period, and one of the reasons these men studied history was to learn about the mind 

of God through his works in the advance of civilization.78 Chambers combined such a 

historical imperative with the dictum to study the book of God’s works in nature, and in 

Vestiges revealed the working of Providence throughout the history of not just humanity 

but all of nature and the development of life. God had prepared the universe slowly over 
                                                
75 David Hume, “Study of History,” Essays, 72-73. 
76 Adam Ferguson, Institutes of Moral Philosophy (Mentz and Frankfort: J. F. Schiller, 1786), 59-62. 
77 W. & R. Chambers put out an edition of William Robertson’s The History of Scotland in 1840: William 
Robertson, The history of Scotland during the reigns of Queen Mary and of King James Vi : Till his 
accession to the crown of England ; With a review of the Scottish history previous to that period 
(Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1840). See Robert Chambers, Lives of illustrious and distinguished 
Scotsman, forming a complete Scottish biographic dictionary, s.v. “Robertson, William,” Vol. IV 
(Glasgow: Blackie and Son, 1841),154-160, for a rather hagiographical treatment of Robertson’s life and 
work, and for a still positive but more critical account, see Chambers and [Carruthers], Cyclopaedia, Vol. 
II, 185-187. 
78 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 57-58. 
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time and contrived all of the creations in it for this current developmental incarnation—

and by extension also those to come.  

 One of the prominent Enlightenment historical concerns was with origin stories. 

Origins had been kept beyond the realm of proper natural science for some time, 

relegated to metaphysics, but the Scots persistently pushed the limits of those boundaries. 

Creating a plausible narrative of origins required not only reaching into the distant past 

but trying to do so using reason rather than relying on myths or authority alone.79 This 

demanded a method of ‘conjecture,’ which was established in the Enlightenment by both 

the French and the Scots as a way of making the uncertain more scientific.80 Dugald 

Stewart described this conjectural method as “entirely of modern origin,” and necessary 

if mankind was going to reach into the previously unseen in light of the lack of solid 

evidence of all the facts of history.81 This form of conjecture was certainly not 

ungrounded—it was based in what was known through studying other cultures and 

human nature at the time, as well as what was most likely according to a logic of 

connecting what must have once been to what came later: 
In examining the history of mankind, as well as examining the phenomena of the material 
world, when we cannot trace the process by which an event has been produced, it is often 
of importance to be able to shew how it may have been produced by natural causes. Thus, 
in the instance which has suggested these remarks, although it is impossible to determine 
with certainty what the steps were by which any particular language was formed, yet if 
we can shew, from the known principles of human nature, how all its various parts might 
gradually have arisen, the mind is not only to a certain degree satisfied, but a check is 
given to that indolent philosophy, which refers to a miracle, whatever appearances, both 
in the natural and moral worlds, it is unable to explain.82  

 
Stewart suggested that one should not fall back on ‘it’s a mystery’ or ‘God does it 

miraculously.’ The conjectural approach was better than these existing alternatives to 

                                                
79 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 64-75. 
80 Broadie discusses the controversy over James Macpherson’s The Poems of Ossian in this context, 
because defenders of the legitimacy of the Ossian story, such as Hugh Blair, seemed more concerned that 
the work got at some deeper or hidden truth than that the manuscript itself was authentic. See Broadie, 
Scottish Enlightenment, 65. 
81 Dugald Stewart, “Introduction,” in Adam Smith, Essays on Philosophical Subjects (Dublin: Messrs. 
Wogan, Byrne, and J. More, 1795), l-lii.  
82 Dugald Stewart, “Introduction,” Essays, lii-liii. 
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reach into the unknown; but in order to be valid, it depended on a conception of human 

nature as universal, unchanging in its essence, and subject to some form of natural law. 

Hume wrote that, “Mankind are so much the same, in all times and places, that history 

informs us of nothing new or strange in this particular.”83 For most of the Enlightenment 

philosophers, and their nineteenth-century followers, this universal human nature was 

God-given and ordained—it was a theological and ontological reality for them even 

before it became a specifically ‘biological’ one.  

 Conjecture was prominently used by Smith and Lord Monboddo on the origin of 

language, Hume on the origins of human nature and religion, Lord Kames on the origin 

of Scots law, John Millar of Glasgow on the origin of economic ranks, Stewart on the 

origins of political philosophy, and Ferguson, whose son became a friend of Robert 

Chambers, on the origins of civilization.84 Ferguson wrote in defense of using comparison 

with today’s existing ‘primitive’ societies to understand the past state of Britons and 

Germans: 
If, in advanced years, we would form a just notion of our progress from the cradle, we 
must have recourse to the nursery, and from the example of those who are still in the 
period of life we mean to describe, take our representation of past manners, that cannot, 
in any other way, be recalled.85 
 

From his opening lines in the essay, “Natural productions are generally formed by 

degrees,” Ferguson’s work is infused with the concept of biological development, and 

such was an analogy at the core of the Vestiges story. Analogical, conjectural, and 

speculative reasoning provide the bases of the method Chambers used to propound the 

developmental origins of all of creation, but these were only valid because of their 

foundation in natural laws that were ordained by God. 

 

 

                                                
83 David Hume, Essays and Treatises on Several Subjects (London: A. Millar, 1758), 330. 
84 The younger Ferguson, also Adam, was invited to a party the Chambers threw commemorating the 
Prestonpans victory in ’45; after Ferguson died Chambers reported on Dec. 10, 1854 that he had attended 
the funeral of his “dear old friend”: see NLS Dep. 341/32 and on the party, see NLS Dep. 341/85/11-19. 
85 Ferguson, Civil Society, 122. 
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Science And Human Nature during the Scottish Enlightenment 

Comparison and conjecture were only a few of many techniques used during the 

Enlightenment to try to bring what had previously seemed beyond the reach of science 

within her fold. Experiment, of the sort that can be observed but not contrived, was 

another use to which history was put in the eighteenth century. Hume explicitly refers to 

history as a form of experiment:  
These wars, intrigues, factions, and revolutions, are so many collections of experiments, 
by which the politician or moral philosopher fixes the principles of his science, in the 
same manner as the physician or natural philosopher becomes acquainted with the nature 
of plants, minerals, and other external objects, by the experiments which he forms 
concerning them.86  

 
History also has a large role in identifying the fundamentals of human nature; as Hume 

said, “the study of history confirms the reasonings of true philosophy” because it reveals 

“the original qualities of human nature.”87 Hume wanted to understand human nature 

scientifically, and the attempt to make this a branch of natural science like any other was 

a core element of the Enlightenment project. Even before Hume entered the scene, 

George Turnbull had published his speech, Theses philosophicae de scientiae naturalis 

cum philosophia morali conjunctione.88 The full title of one of Hume’s earliest published 

essays is revealing: A Treatise of Human Nature: Being an Attempt to Introduce the 

Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects.89 What Hume means by 

‘experimental’ here is multifaceted, including what he said elsewhere concerning the 

experiments of history. Specifically in his Treatise, he contrives thought experiments as 

an attempt to elicit passions, test preconceptions, and follow chains of thought and 

                                                
86 Hume, Essays, 330. Such references to ‘experiment’ and ‘principles’ are abundant throughout Hume’s 
writings. 
87 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of 
Reasoning into Moral Subjects, Vol. II (London: Thomas and Joseph Allman, 1817), 285. In this passage, 
his concern is with certain philosophical principles in politics, but the use of ‘history’ is tied to the concept 
of universal truths concerning human nature throughout the book. 
88 George Turnbull, Theses philosophicae de scientiae naturalis cum philosophia morali conjunctione  
(Philosophical theses on the unity of natural science and moral philosophy) (Aberdeen: Nicol, 1723). 
89 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 61. 
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feeling.90 But Hume provided only one expression of the idea of human nature as 

something accessible to science; Turnbull also insisted that “every Enquiry about the 

Constitution of the human Mind, is as much a question of Fact or natural History, as 

Enquiries about Objects of Sense are: It must therefore be managed and carried on in the 

same way of Experiment; and in the one case as well as in the other, nothing ought to be 

admitted as fact, till it is clearly found to be such from unexceptionable Experience and 

Observation.”91 History was one source for discovering regularities and generalities in 

human behavior, and so it helped naturalize the study of humanity, a prerequisite for 

seeing humankind as genuinely part of nature and therefore subject to the same laws and 

processes that produced other parts of creation—another of the key themes in the 

Vestiges story. But by naturalizing humanity, there is no removal of God from the 

picture—rather the Creator becomes even more integral to and present in both humanity 

and nature.  

 Ferguson’s work is of particular importance to the science of human nature since 

he elaborated a new theory about man in a state of nature. In his Essay on the History of 

Civil Society, Ferguson suggested that prior philosophers who had tried to consider what 

mankind was like in a state of nature had not used the vestiges of prior civilizations found 

in history and the primitive societies all around them as their guides. All of these 

‘experiments,’ as Hume would have called them, showed that humans form 

communities—people are never found in nature in isolation. Because humans are social 

beings, their state of nature is in society. Ferguson proceeded to show how the societies 

that men form arise from their instincts rather than from their plans and schemes, 

instincts that were planted there by God. What mankind had considered his greatest 

achievement was thereby robbed of its singularity—society, like any other natural 

production, became a product of the environment and other natural constraints: 
No constitution is formed by concert, no government is copied from a plan. The members 
of a small state contend for equality; the members of a greater, find themselves classed in 
a certain manner that lays a foundation for monarchy. They proceed from one form of 

                                                
90 Hume, “Experiments to Confirm This System,” in Hume, Treatise, Vol. II, 5-23.  
91 George Turnbull, A Treatise on Ancient Painting, x. 
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government to another, by easy transitions, and frequently under old names adopt a new 
constitution. The seeds of every form are lodged in human nature; they spring up and 
ripen with the season. The prevalence of a particular species is often derived from an 
imperceptible ingredient in the soil.92  
 

Ferguson made mankind and society part of nature, but also presented societal change as 

the result of gradualism.93 Progress in societies occurred most often in small, unnoticed 

steps, with little foresight into the effects of a thousand unconscious choices made every 

day. Young men raised with such a conception of the natural and progressive evolution of 

societies could find the evolution of the earth or of all of life an easier step to take, and 

could see God’s work as unfolding through time instead of injected by fiat. Chambers 

quoted a line from Ferguson’s Civil Society in support of his idea that exceptional men 

are a natural occurrence in any culture and that they are essential to the progress of their 

societies.94 

 Natural science was also an essential element of the Enlightenment in Scotland, as 

elsewhere, but according to contemporary philosophers, the understanding of nature 

related back to human nature, so the influence went both ways. Many Scottish 

philosophers viewed natural science as essentially a humanistic endeavor. Hume said, 

“’Tis evident, that all the sciences have a relation, greater or less, to human nature; and 

that however wide any of them may seem to run from it, they still return back by one 

passage or another.”95 Hume believed that since it is through the senses and cognitive 

powers that evidence is measured and assessed, scientific knowledge is a human 

construct, and through understanding human nature better, one could understand 

scientific productions with greater clarity.  

 Broadie argues that this human element unified the sciences in Scotland during 

this period—but what also unified them was interdisciplinarity and the intimacy of many 

                                                
92 Ferguson, Civil Society, 188. 
93 By this, Ferguson did not at all mean that man was an animal like any other—just that he was a part of 
nature—the most superior part, no doubt: see Ferguson, Civil Society, 8. 
94 Chambers, Vestiges, 322.  
95 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of 
Reasoning into Moral Subjects, Vol. I (London: J. Noon, 1739), 4.  
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of their practitioners with one another.96 Stewart wrote, “In many cases…the sciences 

reflect light on each other; and the general acquisitions which we have made in other 

pursuits, may furnish us with useful helps for the further prosecution of our own.”97 

Professors moved from mathematics to natural philosophy (John Playfair), from logic to 

moral philosophy (Smith), from mathematics to moral philosophy (Stewart), and from 

natural to moral philosophy (Ferguson); many also worked on sciences outside their 

teaching discipline throughout their careers. Perhaps most importantly of all, almost all of 

these men were on very congenial if not intimate terms with one another, so that human 

relationships were part and parcel of their thinking about sciences, as they were with 

everything else.  

 Science during the Enlightenment in Scotland was intimately tied to practical 

matters as well, and often nurtured through these associations. The excellent chemist 

Joseph Black was concerned especially with heat, and he shared his thoughts about the 

problem with his good friend, James Watt, as the latter developed improved designs for 

steam engines.98 Their other intimate friend, James Hutton, applied some of their lessons 

on engines and heat to the inner workings of the entire planet. Hutton was also a 

businessman and a successful agricultural researcher and manager, along with the co-

founder of a very successful chemical manufacturing operation. The eminently practical 

Benjamin Franklin was also a visitor to Edinburgh and a correspondent of many of its 

literati. The practical art of physic was enlightened through the scientific medical practice 

and teaching of William Cullen, a major figure in both Glasgow and Edinburgh and the 

most influential professor of the top medical school in Britain. Cullen introduced 

Linnaeus’s practical botanical system of classification based on sex characteristics to 

Scotland, as well as partnered with Joseph Black, James Hutton, and Lord Kames to find 

agricultural applications that would help improve the productivity of Scottish land, 

manufacture chemical products, and improve industrial processes such as bleaching. His 
                                                
96 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 187-188. 
97 Stewart, Elements, 27. 
98 Hunt, Pursuing Power and Light: Technology and Physics from James Watt to Albert Einstein 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 9. 
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theory of disease was physiological and environmental. Science was not something done 

by the elite for esoteric purposes—it was something connected to applications that could 

benefit mankind. This again relates back to democratic values and the idea that 

knowledge should be for everyone, accessible and meaningful, not just for the higher 

rungs of the social hierarchy. It is no accident that the most important of the British 

‘people’s publishing’ ventures and encyclopedias in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries originated in Scotland or from Scots in England.99 Chambers wrote of Lord 

Kames:  
With the means of acquiring a liberal education, good connexions, and the expectation of 
no permanent provision but the fruit of his own labours, the son was thrown upon the 
world, and the history of all ages has taught us, that among individuals so circumstanced, 
science has chosen her brightest ornaments, and nations have found their most 
industrious and powerful benefactors.100 

 
Chambers viewed the best men of science as those who had struggled and proved 

themselves in practical affairs so that they would concern themselves with practical 

applications.  

 Few of the leading lights of Scottish Enlightenment science treated their 

disciplines as purely objective or purely analytical enterprises (Joseph Black, for whom 

there is little evidence, might have been one who did, but his intimacy with Hutton and 

Smith suggests this is an artifact of what he published rather than an indication of his true 

sentiments). The men of science in Edinburgh, Glasgow, and Aberdeen tended to 

combine evidence with conjecture, and reason with passion, as well as to integrate 

religion into their scientific work, just as the literati did in their philosophies and 

histories. For Colin MacLaurin, one of the top mathematicians of the eighteenth century, 

like his English brethren at the time, a major motivation for studying the natural world 

was because “it lays a sure foundation for natural religion and moral philosophy; by 

                                                
99 The Encyclopedia Britannica was founded in 1768 and published out of Edinburgh; Lord Brougham, the 
leading light behind the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, was born and raised in Edinburgh; 
David Brewster’s Edinburgh Encyclopedia was another example; of course the Chambers brothers’ venture 
carried on the tradition. 
100 Robert Chambers, Lives of Illustrious and Distinguished Scotsman, Forming a Complete Scottish 
Biographic Dictionary, s.v. “Home, Henry (Lord Kames), Vol. 3 (Glasgow: Blackie and Son, 1841), 60. 
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leading us…to the knowledge of the Author and Governor of the universe.”101  Hutton, 

Playfair, Stewart, and Ferguson were also explicitly religious in their scientific work. 

Playfair said of Hutton’s third volume of An Investigation of the Principles of 

Knowledge: 
Mr Hutton has taken great pains to deduce from his system, in a singular manner, the 
leading doctrines of morality and natural religion…where the warmth of its benevolent 
and moral feelings, bursts through the clouds that so often veil from us the clearest ideas 
of his understanding.102 

 
Chambers himself wrote: 

Dr Hutton was possessed of an uncommon activity and ardour of mind, upheld in science 
by whatever was new, beautiful, or sublime….Geology and mineralogy were to him two 
of the most sublime branches of physical science. The novelty and grandeur offered by 
the study to the imagination, the simple and uniform order given to the whole of natural 
history of the earth, and, above all, the views opened to the wisdom that governs the 
universe, are things to which hardly any mind could be insensible, but to him they were 
matters, not of transient delight, but of solid and permanent happiness.103 

 
Chambers would also derive pleasure from seeking to understand the true mode of God’s 

workings in nature, and his purpose in studying science was at least in large part to 

understand his Creator. 

 

Unifying Science and Sentiment  
Finally we come to the spirit of sentimentalism, which is, no pun intended, at the heart of 

this story.  Sentimentalism undergirded the Scottish Enlightenment throughout the 

eighteenth century—feeling was at the core of the reason, the religion, the histories, the 

sciences, the interpretations of human nature, and the theories of morality. Far from being 

opposed to reason, sentimentalism in Scottish philosophy and literature was a partner 

with reason, and it was the two together that made people human. Light and warmth 

together, as Chambers characterized Blair’s sermons, was a necessary connection for 

these men. Sentiment informed and tempered reason; or even, in Hume’s famous words, 
                                                
101 Colin MacLaurin, An Account of Sir Isaac Newton, p. 3. Also quoted in Broadie, Scottish 
Enlightenment, 201. 
102 Playfair, quoted by Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 179. 
103 Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 180. 
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“Reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of the passions.”104 The Enlightenment in 

Scotland is often traced back to Hutcheson, whose System of Moral Philosophy starts out 

with an analytic attempt to classify and define the emotions, as well as to identify their 

causes and effects. Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments was an attempt to scientifically 

reason about humankind’s internal sympathies as the source of moral sensibilities.105 

Perhaps most enlightening of all, Smith’s The Principles which Lead and Direct 

Philosophical Enquiries; Illustrated by the History of Astronomy presents a sentimentalist 

history and philosophy of science, which begins with: 
Wonder, Surprise, and Admiration, are words which, though often confounded, denote, in 
our language, sentiments that are indeed allied, but that are in some respects different 
also, and distinct from one another. What is new and singular, excites that sentiment 
which, in strict propriety, is called Wonder; what is unexpected, Surprise; and what is 
great or beautiful, Admiration.106  

 
After propounding how minor discrepancies in nature, which might go unnoticed by most 

people, serve to elicit wonder in those with training and expertise, Smith states:  
Let us examine, therefore, all the different systems of nature, which, in these western 
parts of the world, the only parts of whose history we know any thing, have successfully 
been adopted by the learned and ingenious; and, without regarding their absurdity or 
probability, their agreement or inconsistency with truth and reality, let us consider them 
only in that particular point of view which belongs to our subject; and content ourselves 
with inquiring how far each of them was fitted to sooth the imagination, and to render the 
theatre of nature a more coherent, and therefore more magnificent spectacle, than 
otherwise it would have appeared to be.107  
 

Here is one of the leading analytical thinkers of the eighteenth century taking as his guide 

through the history of science what most ‘soothed the imagination’ rather than what was 

closest to truth and reality.108 Of course, for an Enlightenment believer in providential 

naturalism, these two seemingly disconnected phenomena would have been in most cases 
                                                
104 Hume, Treatise, Vol. II, 106; also see Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 102-103. 
105 Chambers criticized Smith’s theory of moral sentiments, following the analysis of Thomas Brown, that 
sympathy alone could not account for the existence of moral feelings, so a sense of “moral approbation” 
had to be inherent in our natures: Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. IV, 259. 
106 Adam Smith, “The Principles which Lead and Direct Philosophical Enquiries; Illustrated by the History 
of Astronomy,” in Adam Smith, Essays on Philosophical Subjects (Dublin: Messrs. Wogan, Byrne, and J. 
More, 1795), 3.  
107 Smith, “History of Astronomy,” 28; also quoted by Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 197. 
108 Broadie also makes this interpretation: Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 193-198. 
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interrelated. By soothing one’s own imagination, one might be led to find a higher truth. 

Science was not just rational, not just empirical, not just experimental, but also 

emotional. Such a conception of the history and philosophy of science lends approbation 

to a practice that could have as its goal a desire to nurture the sentiments as much as to 

get the facts right. While it might be viewed as a prescient insight—that what it means to 

get the ‘facts right’ varies based on a broader interpretive paradigm, as Thomas Kuhn 

would call it two hundred years later—in Smith’s case it was more likely based on a faith 

that our sentiments were instilled in order to make us work effectively within a larger 

system. While Smith, as would Kuhn, saw scientific work as the salve for the 

imagination, as the way out of the cognitive dissonance created by the disordered state 

resulting when evidence did not fit with theory, he also saw this ability to feel this 

cognitive dissonance itself as a gift from God.109 Playfair expressed a related sentiment 

when recalling his experience with James Hutton as they witnessed a particularly striking 

geological uncomformity: 
The mind seemed to grow giddy by looking so far into the abyss of time; and while we 
listened with earnestness and admiration to the philosopher who was now unfolding to us 
the order and series of these wonderful events, we became sensible how much farther 
reason may sometimes go than imagination may venture to follow.110  
 

Playfair also wrote that Hutton’s genius allowed him “to feel, probably rather than to 

understand” the significance of the ability of two acids uniting their strength to gain new 

properties.111 Chambers was an heir to this tradition, which saw science as a profoundly 

emotional enterprise and emotion as a core element of human reality, and his spirit was 

tuned to this same chord.  

 Sentimentalist literary figures from the Enlightenment period were of enormous 

influence on Chambers. Burns’s work in poetry, which Chambers studied intensely, was 

                                                
109 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (London: A. Millar; and Edinburgh: A. Kincaid and J. 
Bell, 1759). 
 1759. 
110 John Playfair, “Biographical Account of the Late Dr. James Hutton,” Transactions of the Royal Society 
of Edinburgh, Vol. 5 (Edinburgh: Bell, Bradfute, and E. Balfour, 1805), 73. 
111 Playfair, “Hutton,” 40. 
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a major source, as was Laurence Sterne’s literature—while arising from Yorkshire rather 

than Scotland, still classically sentimental.112  The poet John Home and Henry 

Mackenzie,  “The Man of Feeling” himself, were two others.113 For Chambers, as for the 

leading men of the Scottish Enlightenment, there was no inherent conflict between reason 

and emotion. Science must not be separated from the sublime or the beautiful—its most 

important value, indeed, was to serve the higher sentiments, because it is through these 

that one might connect with the Almighty. The ordinary, the common part of human 

nature, even one’s animal self, could be elevated to a higher level of sublimity through 

genuine understanding of the connections found in all of nature and the operations 

through which God fulfills his plan. Arousing the higher sentiments, the source of both 

beauty and morality in Enlightenment philosophy, was one of the main goals of Vestiges. 

Wonder, surprise, and admiration fill the pages of Vestiges with a grandeur that was 

lacking in many of the analytical scientific papers of his day. Chambers wanted to revive 

and reinvigorate these Scottish Enlightenment virtues, in order to purify and elevate the 

conception of the Deity that had been in his mind corrupted by mainstream religion.  

 

The Religious Vestiges of the Scottish Enlightenment  
This latter point is of particular importance in light of the widespread misunderstanding 

of the Enlightenment as predominantly a secularizing movement, but especially because 

of Secord’s misinterpretation of Chambers’s intentions concerning his natural theological 

rhetoric. There is little in the archives to support Secord’s assertion that Chambers was 

little concerned with the mode of God’s action on earth. In fact, as a moderate deist, 

                                                
112 See Carol McGuirk, Robert Burns and the Sentimental Era (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1985). Burns was at one and the same time a sentimentalist and an Enlightenment figure. Chambers also 
deeply respected Jane Austen’s work, of which Sense and Sensibility stands out as perhaps the greatest. 
Chambers referenced his love of Sterne in Dep. 341/74/96-97; and for Chambers’s opinion of Jane Austen, 
see Secord, Victorian Sensation, 77-78.  
113 Henry Mackenzie wrote the novel Man of Feeling, which was anonymously published in 1771, and 
afterward the author himself became known as the ‘man of feeling.’ See more about Henry Mackenzie in 
“Romanticism in Scottish Literature and in Vestiges” here, and in H. W. Drescher, “Mackenzie, 
Henry (1745–1831),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).  
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Chambers believed that the mode of God’s working on earth was of primary importance 

since revelation was not a reliable guide. Chambers was a deeply committed natural 

theologian who put science above the Bible as the source of the true nature of his God. In 

this, he was not so distant from his Enlightenment fathers. Eighteenth-century religion is, 

next to history perhaps, the most important link between the Enlightenment and Vestiges. 

Ferguson wrote: 
On the credit of a few observations, we are apt to presume, that the secret may soon be 
laid open, and that what is termed wisdom in nature, may be referred to the operation of 
physical powers. We forget that physical powers, employed in succession, and combined 
to a salutary purpose, constitute those very proofs of design from which we infer the 
existence of God; and that this truth being once admitted, we are no longer to search for 
the source of existence; we can only collect the laws which the author of nature has 
established; and in our latest as well as our earliest discoveries, only come to perceive a 
mode of creation or providence before unknown.114  
 

This is precisely what Chambers believed that he had discovered—a new mode of 

creation and providence before unknown: his universal Law of Development. By treating 

nature as the sublime creation of a transcendent Mind, Chambers believed that he had 

tapped into the very soul of God’s work in nature.  

 The Scottish Enlightenment was deeply religious in comparison to other 

Enlightenment movements, but the particular nature of its religious ideas tended toward 

the heterodox. From the start, with Hutcheson’s teacher in Glasgow, John Simson, who 

was twice tried for heresy, and Hutcheson himself, who was called to appear before the 

Presbytery in 1738 for teaching that mankind was not dependent on God for all 

knowledge of virtue and morality, Scottish Enlightenment religious philosophy often 

created controversy. Many of the Enlightenment leaders were members of the moderate 

party in the Church of Scotland, many of them were also ordained, and a few even 

actively practiced the art of ministry for at least part of their careers. Hutcheson, Kames, 

Robertson, Campbell, Beattie, Reid, Turnbull, Ferguson, and Blair all held important 

roles in the church or served as clergymen themselves. We have already seen the 

providentialist historical views of Robertson, who served as an influential moderate for 

                                                
114 Ferguson, Civil Society, 9. 
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many years in the General Assembly. On matters purely theological, Blair was probably 

the most influential member of this circle, and rose to be the head minister at St. Giles. 

His 1739 Master of Arts thesis already reflected Enlightenment concerns—De 

Fundamentis et Obligation Legis Naturae.115 His collected Sermons were printed and 

distributed in multiple editions for decades, providing a sentimental journey through the 

earthly pleasures of moderate, reasoned religion—and Chambers greatly respected his 

work. Describing Blair’s sermons as “occupying a middle place between the dry 

metaphysical discussion of one class of preachers, and the loose incoherent declamation 

of the other,” Chambers said they “blended together in the happiest manner the light of 

argument with the warmth of exhortation.”116 Despite this seemingly positive assessment 

of balance, Chambers criticized Blair for not having enough religious passion.117 Blair 

founded the rhetorical department at the University, and Chambers described his printed 

lectures on belles lettres as “an indispensable monitor in the study of every British 

scholar.”118  

 On the opposite extreme from Blair (in the Scottish context) were the religious 

ideas of Hume, the most notoriously heterodox of them all. Hume did everything in his 

substantial power to undermine the Enlightenment idea that it was rationally justifiable to 

believe in an omnipotent creator, miracles, a material world, or really anything else. He 

never said, however, that these things did not exist or that people should not believe in 

them at all—in fact, he said quite the opposite—and he was really agreeing with Pascal 

when it came to his ideas concerning natural religion.119 Chambers, who closely studied 

                                                
115 Hugh Blair, De Fundamentis et Obligation Legis Naturae [On the Foundation and Obligation of the 
Law of Nature] (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh, 1739).  
116 Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. I, 242. 
117 Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. I, 242. 
118 Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. I, 243. 
119 Blaise Pascal, a seventeenth-century mathematician and Christian philosopher, warned that seeking 
evidence for God in nature was likely to do nothing to combat atheism (Blaise Pascal, A Selection from 
Pascal’s Thoughts, tr. H. L. S. Lear (London: Rivingtons, 1878), 151). Hume was saying something very 
similar—do not seek proof of God in either reason or nature or you will likely be disappointed, but still 
have faith if you wish (and he claimed that almost anyone who had not completely confounded themselves 
with senseless philosophy would have such a faith): see  “A Letter from a Gentleman to his Friend in 
Edinburgh” in David Hume,  An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding; [with] A Letter from a 
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both Hume and his critics, defended Hume’s skeptical reasoning from its purported 

implications, making Hume a champion of religion through his reliance on something 

other than reason to support it: 
while Hume had a method of accounting for the sources of our knowledge differing from 
the theories of other philosophers, in the abstract certainty which he admitted to pertain to 
any knowledge beyond the existence of an impression, his belief in the ordinary admitted 
sources of human knowledge was not less practically strong than that of other people.120 

 
Thomas Brown also tried to defend Hume’s radical theories on necessity from their 

religious implications with his Inquiry Into the Relation of Cause and Effect from 1805-

1818.121 But Hume’s friends and colleagues, almost to a man, took him as a skeptic, at 

least for the sake of argument, and railed against his ideas with acumen and passion, as 

did the generation that followed him.122 Dugald Stewart described Hume as using both 

sides in an argument against each other in order to derive his ultimate skepticism. While 

Stewart saw this as high-level error rather than synthetic truth, he still believed that Hume 

had done a service to philosophers and theologians by showing the circularity of 

Berkeley and Spinoza while simultaneously pointing out the philosophical weaknesses of 

their opposition. Hume had destroyed the legitimacy of the former while accidentally 

inspiring the side of ‘truth’— at least from Stewart’s perspective: “…it may be 
                                                                                                                                            
Gentleman to His Friend in Edinburgh; [and] An Abstract of a Treatise of Human Nature      , ed. Eric 
Steinberg , 2nd ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1992), 115-124.              
120 Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 106; and this included our knowledge concerning God 
and creation. Chambers let Hume’s words draw a line of connection from this statement about all 
knowledge to knowledge of things most sublime: “‘If my philosophy … makes no addition to the 
arguments for religion, I have at least the satisfaction that it takes nothing from them, but that everything 
remains the same’” (Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 106, quoting Hume’s “Works,” 319). 
Concerning Hume’s views about causation and religion, Chambers wrote, “Men of undoubtedly pure 
religious faith have maintained the justness of this system as a metaphysical one, and it has found its way 
into the physical science, as a check to vague theories, and the assumption of conjectural causes: in a 
memorable instance, it was however attacked as metaphysically subversive of a proper belief in the Deity 
as a first cause. The persons who maintained this argument, were answered, that an opposite supposition 
was morally subversive of a necessity for the constant existence and presence of the Deity; because, if ‘a 
cause had the innate power within it of producing its common effect, the whole fabric of the universe had 
an innate power of existence and progression in its various changes, which dispensed with the existence of 
a supreme regulator’” (Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 107). 
121 Brown, Inquiry, 4th ed., 253-366. Brown wrote three different versions of this in these years, each 
expanded and extended; the edition cited here is posthumous.  
122 Chambers, however, by laying out Hume’s side of the argument and implying that natural religion was 
strengthened by the correction of erroneous philosophy, seemed to take Hume at his word.  
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questioned, if the errors which he adopted from his predecessors would not have kept 

their ground till this day, had not his sagacity displayed so clearly the consequences 

which they necessarily involve.”123 Hume was the foil for attacks against skepticism not 

only through the rest of the eighteenth century but well into the nineteenth, and Chambers 

would take this issue up himself.124 

 But during the 1830s, when Chambers composed his Biographical Dictionary, he 

seemed perfectly happy to grant that Hume’s arguments did not undermine religious 

belief if interpreted properly and only strengthened natural theology; he simultaneously 

relished the fact that Hume’s theories were so subversive.125 While Hume was in his own 

time and through much of history since taken to be a genuine skeptic, even seemingly by 

some of his closest friends, recent reinterpretations of the implications of his views claim 

he has been ‘misunderstood,’ and Hume publicly denied that he was a thorough skeptic—

both in his work and in at least one letter.126 H. O. Mounce and Lou Reich are among 

those to have recently argued against the ‘skeptic’ and ‘empiricist’ views of David Fate 

Norton and others.127 Mounce contends that Hume was indeed a “Scottish naturalist,” or 

“Providential naturalist,” rather than an empiricist proper or metaphysical skeptic, which 

basically would put him in some respects on the same page as Hutcheson, Turnbull, Reid, 

and Stewart (as well as Chambers).128 Mounce describes Scottish naturalism as holding 

                                                
123  Dugald Stewart, The Collected Works of Dugald Stewart, Vol. I, ed. William Hamilton (Edinburgh: 
Thomas Constable and Co., 1854), 439. 
124 When Chambers prepared his spiritualism manuscript, he addressed Hume’s arguments against natural 
theology and miracles directly. See NLS Dep. 341/75 and “Vestiges and the Hermeneutics of the Natural 
World” in this dissertation for more about Chambers’s spiritualism. 
125 Specifically on Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, which would be taken by most to 
conflict rather directly with Chambers’s views, Chambers only said at this early period: “According to his 
request, Hume’s Dialogues on Natural Religion were published after his death, a beautifully classical piece 
of composition, bringing us back to the days of Cicero. It treats of many of the speculations propounded in 
his other works” (Chambers, Biographical Dictionary, Vol. III, 132). 
126 For Hume’s own defense against the charges of skepticism and atheism, see again his “A Letter from a 
Gentleman to his Friend in Edinburgh,” in Hume,  An Enquiry, ed. Steinberg, 115-124.                   
127 H. O. Mounce, Hume’s Naturalism, (London: Routledge, 1999); Lou Reich, Hume’s Religious 
Naturalism (Lanham: University Press of America, 1998).  
128 Empiricism and naturalism are opposed, Mounce argues: “For the Scottish naturalist, the mind is to be 
understood in its relations with a world that transcends it. For the eighteenth-century empiricist, the world 
is to be understood through its reflections in the mind. For the naturalist, the relations between mind and 
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that “our knowledge has its source not in our experience or reasoning but in our relations 

to a world which transcends both our knowledge and ourselves.”129 Norton argued that 

most of the Enlightenment Scots—in contrast to Hume—tended toward a view that our 

beliefs about nature are not authoritative because of empirical evidence alone, but 

because they are “God-given, are a part of an overall design of a Providential nature, and 

can be trusted implicitly. They believe that what we naturally believe is in fact 

supernaturally guaranteed.”130 Mounce and Reich, however, argue that Hume belongs in 

this same school, and that his ‘naturalism’ was as Scottish, and hence religious, as these 

others.  
 Hume wanted to cure philosophers of the hubris that they could understand 

everything with reason—and this is ultimately a religious viewpoint—or at least it would 

have been in the eighteenth century. Mounce argues that Norton takes a wrong turn: 
because he confuses epistemological naturalism, the view that our knowledge depends on 
what is given us by nature, with metaphysical naturalism, the view that there is no reality 
apart from the natural world…. For the Scottish naturalists, justification cannot arise 
unless we are already entitled to certain beliefs.131  

 
As Reid explained: 

Shall we say then that this belief [in the authority of sense experience] is the inspiration 
of the Almighty? I think this may be said in a good sense; for I take it to be the immediate 
effect of our constitution, which is the work of the Almighty. But if inspiration be 
understood to imply a persuasion of its coming from God, our belief of the objects of 
sense is not inspiration; for a man would believe his sense though he had no notion of a 
Deity. He who is persuaded that he is the workmanship of God, and that it is part of his 
constitution to believe his senses, may think that a good reason to confirm his belief: but 
he had the belief before he could give this or another reason for it.132 

 
                                                                                                                                            
world are intentional or teleological. For the empiricist, the world impresses itself on the mind in a manner 
which is quasi-mechanical. For the naturalist, the mind reveals its capacities precisely in our dealings with 
an independent world ” (Mounce, Hume’s Naturalism, 6).                
129 Mounce, Hume’s Naturalism, 2. 
130 David Fate Norton, David Hume: Common-Sense Moralist, Sceptical Metaphysician (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1982), 202-203.  
131 Mounce, Hume’s Naturalism, 11-12, 13. Mounce says there is irony in Norton’s confusion since 
Hutcheson was prosecuted specifically for his view “that we could have a knowledge of good and evil, 
without, and prior to a knowledge of God” (Mounce, Hume’s Naturalism, 13). 
132 Thomas Reid, Essays on the Powers of the Human Mind: to which are added, an essay on quantity and 
an analysis of Aristotele’s logic (London: Thomas Tegg, 1827), 143.   
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Reid followed Hutcheson here rather closely—humans have an innate moral and physical 

sense that exists independently of ideas concerning their Creator. This is typical of the 

Enlightenment Scottish brand of God’s mode of working—through nature, through our 

constitutions, and with or without our knowledge of His ways. This is not entirely 

opposing Hume, who also granted that despite having no reason to believe in an outside 

world or a Creator, or that the sun will come up tomorrow, most people cannot free 

themselves of these ideas, because people simply are not in essence as reasonable as they 

think they are. Mounce argues that later nineteenth-century scientific naturalism (which 

he equates to positivism) derives from genuine empiricism rather than the providential 

naturalism of the Scottish school, which he has Hume supporting: 
Scientific naturalism is an expression of the Sophistic view that man is the measure of all 
things; Scottish naturalism is a denial of that view, the measure being in nature, not in 
man…. The first is secular in spirit; the second is religious. 
 The Treatise, in its profounder aspects, can be taken as a criticism of scientific 
naturalism.133  

 
I see this tendency of conflating providential naturalism with positivism as well in some 

interpretations of Scottish science in the first half of the nineteenth century. Scottish 

science was in most cases, including that of Vestiges, infused with the same 

providentialism as the philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment. While Mounce paints 

too narrow a picture of Hume’s critique, he is right that Hume was defending a position 

about the ontological existence of causation, creation, and the validity of our common 

sense ideas about them because those ideas transcend the empiric. Chambers, in any 

event, did not truly understand the subtleties of Hume’s critique of natural religion, and 

he continued, together with most of his Enlightenment forebears and his metaphysical 

contemporaries, to seek in nature the measure of its Creator. The point of import here is 

that Chambers shared more of the Scottish Enlightenment view of providential naturalism 

than he did the secular version championed by Huxley and friends in his own time, and 

                                                
133 Mounce, Hume’s Naturalism, 9. 
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this crucial point has been missed by some of the prominent historians addressing the 

Vestiges story.134 

 Chambers, who was extremely reticent even in his personal writings to discuss 

anything religious, reported a very interesting conversation that he had with Adam 

Ferguson, the son of the Enlightenment philosopher of the same name. In 1850, Ferguson 

revealed that he was surprised that his father and all the ministers were so close with 

Hume given his reputation. Ferguson claimed that it was thought that the whole of the 

Edinburgh faculty of the time were “Socinians,” a term that in eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century Britain referred to dissenters in general, but particularly those with 

Unitarian sympathies.135 That Chambers chose to make note of this conversation is 

intriguing because he was himself referred to as a Socinian and a Unitarian by his 

neighbors in 1840s Edinburgh.136 Vestiges lays out a naturalized view of omniscience and 

predestination consistent with the Socinian vision, comprising a combination of necessity 

and contingency, and Chambers’s best friend during the period he was conceiving of and 

writing Vestiges, Alexander Ireland, was a Unitarian and a Transcendentalist. 

Socinianism is largely compatible with the providential naturalism that dominated 

metaphysics and theology during the Scottish Enlightenment. A view of naturalism 

guided by providential foresight was deeply engrained in the philosophy and worldview 

of almost all Scots, and survived as a guiding principle in exploring the natural world 

well into the nineteenth century even after it had gone out of favor among most English 

men of science. 
                                                
134 The theological import has certainly not been missed by all, though the intimate connection with its 
Scottish roots has not been fully addressed elsewhere: see especially Charles Coulston Gillispie, Genesis 
and Geology: A Study in the Relations of Scientific Thought, Natural Theology, and Social Opinion in 
Great Britain (1951; repr., New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1959); M. J. S. Hodge, “The Universal 
Gestation of Nature: Chambers’ Vestiges and Explanations,” Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 5, No. 
1 (Spring 1972), 127-151; and John M. Lynch, “Introduction,” in John M. Lynch, ed., Vestiges and the 
Debate Before Darwin, Vol. I (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2000), ix-xxii. 
135 NLS Dep.341/30: Journal of RC, March 1850-April 1852, Titled “Memorabilia” 1850—Apr 3; Hugh 
Trevor-Roper makes Socianism or Arminianism the “religion of the pre-Enlightenment” and give it causal 
power: Hugh Trevor-Roper, “The Religious Origins of the Enlightenment,” Religion, the Reformation and 
Social Change, 3rd ed. (1967; repr., London: Martin Secker & Warburg Limited, 1984), 204-231, 299. In 
doing so, however, he hardly touches on any of their religious ideas.  
136 NLS MSS 7391/570-571, letter from George Combe to Catherine Crowe, 2 November 1848. 
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The Scottish Dialectic 

We have seen throughout this chapter that many typical Enlightenment categories do not 

apply in the same way to the Scottish branch of the Enlightenment. In Scotland, 

Enlightenment was a process that participated in a broader dialectical dialogue between 

cultural currents that often seemed in opposition but were more harmonious and 

complementary than in France and Germany at the time. Scottish Enlightenment was 

sentimental every bit as much as it was rational, it was religious more than it was secular, 

it was empirical and conjectural at one and the same time, it was high philosophy and 

common sense become one flesh in the body of Thomas Reid and David Hume alike. The 

Scottish intellectual tradition was rife with attempts to work toward synthesis.  Dozens of 

other examples abound in broader Scottish culture as well: the freedom of the bound will, 

loyalist Scottish Calvinists co-opting Jacobitism, unified political duality, Highlands and 

Lowlands, Smith’s morality-infused version of industrial progress, and a thousand more. 

The synthesizing of seeming oppositions is part of Scotland’s cultural heritage, and this 

unifying project was another foundational Enlightenment value that Chambers drew on as 

he worked throughout Vestiges to unify science and sentimentalism, reason and religion, 

and elite and popular conceptions of the natural world. As Hutcheson’s conception of the 

innate sense of beauty concerned finding “unity amidst variety,” Chambers wanted to 

unify and synthesize, to bring together all of the sciences into one triumphant, 

progressive harmonious story that included God, mankind, and all of nature working 

together for a common purpose.137 

 This survey has been by no means exhaustive, and many of these themes will 

reappear in the following pages, but most especially the concept of providential 

naturalism that undergirded most Scottish Enlightenment philosophy. I have addressed 

the philosophic and literary culture of Scotland because this was the focus of Robert 

Chambers’s world—his mental and physical universe revolved around the same 

geography and ideas that were inhabited by and expressed by the men he studied. 

Chambers first sold and then wrote books for a living—books mostly about Scotland’s 
                                                
137 Broadie, Scottish Enlightenment, 177.  
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history and culture, about morality and virtue, about beauty and sublimity, and about 

patriotic feeling. He loved the national poetry, theater, and romantic historical novels that 

derived from his fatherland more than he ever loved books of scientific fact. It was out of 

this literary and historical mindset that he first took an amateur interest in science as a 

side attraction, but it was never his full-time or even main concern for any extended 

period of time. How Chambers came to make his mark on nineteenth-century geology 

and cosmology and what ideas and social contexts more immediately shaped his 

particular views will concern us next. It certainly was not inevitable that the perceptive, 

sensitive little boy born with painful deformities to an alcoholic father in the tiny town of 

Peebles would become one of the power players of Edinburgh and Britain, but when he 

did he was following in the footsteps of his Enlightenment forebears in many ways, 

especially in his religious ideas.
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Chapter III: Coming Home to Edinburgh: A Mad God’s Dream in 
Masonry and Living Rock 

I felt that I had seen, not one, but two cities  
a city of the past and of the present  

set down side by side, 
 as if for the purposes of comparison,  

with a picturesque valley drawn  
like a deep score between them, 
 to mark off the line of division.  

—Hugh Miller 18571   
  

The builders of the old city, too,  
appear as if they had made nature the  

model of their architecture….  
The view changes every moment as you proceed;  

yet what grandeur of unity in the  
general and ultimate impression!  

—John Gibson Lockhart 18192 
 

In the realms of science, philosophy, religion, and literature, Vestiges shared the vision of 

Janus, presenting a view into both the past and the future and seeking reconciliation in the 

unity underlying oppositions. Vestiges and its author, like the city that shaped them, are at 

one and the same time both quintessentially modern and products of past centuries. There 

is no contradiction, no dichotomy here—not in the Scottish context. As we have seen, 

Scotland’s nineteenth-century contrasts have deep historical roots. What it meant to be a 

Victorian Scot was inextricably tied to the past, to a legacy, to traditions, institutions, 

legal and educational structures, philosophical and religious conceptions, and a language 

that were constituent of the country’s individuated identity and essential to shaping its 

progress. Borrowing as much from the Enlightenment as from its Romantic cousin, as 

much from the early nineteenth-century remnants of natural theology as from its 

increasingly secular rising science, and combining all to argue for a revolutionary view of 

                                                
1 Hugh Miller, My Schools and Schoolmasters; or the Story of My Education (Edinburgh: Constable, 
1857), 309. 
2 John Gibson Lockhart, Peter’s Letters to His Kinsfolk, Vol. 1, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: W. Blackwood, 1819), 
8-10. 
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both the past and the potential future of the natural world and mankind’s place in it, 

Chambers created a book that reflects the configuration of his adopted city, Edinburgh, as 

viewed from the top of its monumental Calton Hill. Chambers climbed up this gentle 

slope countless times with visitors to the city to show them a panoramic view of Old and 

New Town, laid out side by side on the volcanic substructure and ancient beaches of an 

age before recorded history. This was Chambers’s world, and it provides the setting of 

the Vestiges story.  

 

J. M. W. Turner 
Edinburgh from Calton Hill 
Watercolor on Woven Paper 

c. 1819 
Scottish National Gallery  

 

 In any act of intellectual creation, a large number of factors contribute to the final 

product. Individual personality, social interactions, societal and family expectations, and 

material constraints and potentialities all combine with abstract and concrete ideas, 
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borrowed from others and formed in one’s own mind, to shape what becomes to some 

degree a unique individualized construction. Setting and environment influence each and 

every one of these factors. Access to people, ideas, and opportunities is shaped not only 

by individual agency, driven by motivation and intention, but also by the constraints of 

what and who is available in one’s time and place. One’s personality, as well, is a product 

of the totality of one’s environment combined with innate genetically and 

developmentally determined tendencies. Both individuality and society, along with both 

biology and ideas, play significant roles and none should be written out of the story. As 

Robert Richards maintains, a man’s life is an essential element in his work.3 Chambers 

was a very unusual man, and he made out of the constituents of his environment 

something equally unique, though sharing certain recognizably common features with 

other cultural productions of his time. Chambers’s relationship with his environment 

included religious tensions that were reinforced by one of his earliest experiences there as 

a boy, and that continued to shape his perspective throughout his life. He developed a 

personal religion, and even wrote a catechism in order to pass it on to his children, out of 

the metaphysical debates going on around him. His religious vision was rooted in the 

providential naturalism of Scottish Enlightenment philosophy and the constraints and 

paradoxes of traditional Calvinistic natural theology, but also in the German and French 

metaphysics pervading his intellectual community. His theodicy was more immediately 

shaped by Combe’s uniquely Scottish interpretation of Viennese and German 

phrenology. A devotional vision pervades the pages of Vestiges, and in Chambers’s own 

words, reveals the main message of the book. To understand the meaning of Vestiges, we 

need to understand the making of the man, and that is impossible apart from the city that 

helped shape the person he would become. 

 
                                                
3 Robert J. Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life (Chicago: Chicago University Press,), xvii, 5; in 
explaining his emphasis on biography, Richards writes: “we catch ideas in the making only when we 
understand rather intimately the character—the attitudes, the intellectual beliefs, the emotional reactions—
of the thinkers in question. Without an initial plunge into personality, logical analysis of the connections of 
their ideas will be blind and social construction of their theories empty” (Richards, Romantic Conception, 
5).  
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“Often Did We Think What a Fine Thing It Would Be to See Edinburgh”4 
 
As he was growing up in Peebles, the capital Edinburgh, although only about twenty-five 

miles away, seemed like a distant wonderland unlike anything the young boy had ever 

known.5 When he arrived there, he found a modern, vibrant, and improving community, 

in striking contrast to his native Peebles, which was considered an old-fashioned, 

‘finished’ town, so quiet it was said one could shoot a cannon down the High Street at 

midday and not hit anyone.6 The tension underlying this contrast between the changeless 

simplicity and seasonal rhythm of his early childhood and the vigorous and progressive 

spirit that pervaded the city in which he would come of age continued to influence 

Chambers and his work throughout his life. The relationship he had with his adopted 

home was from the start trying and tumultuous, and it continued to be punctuated with 

highs and lows for most of his time there. 

 The strictness of Scottish Presbyterianism is well known to most readers familiar 

with the period, and Edinburgh was frequently lampooned by its own citizens as one of 

the most dogmatic of the large urban centers in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

                                                
4 NLS Dep. 341/74, 99. This is the last line of the part of Chambers’s final memoir that is still extant in the 
archives. It was composed in the 1860s, and references Chambers’s boyhood thoughts about the marvelous 
capital he could only imagine—though sometimes the sound of the cannon at the Edinburgh Castle 
reverberated across the Border hills all the way to Peebles. A note about this source—NLS Dep. 341/74 
contains a photocopy of the manuscript memoir in Robert’s hand, the original of which was in 2011 at NLS 
Acc. 13178-Volume 2, No. 31—I have used the reference number of the photocopied version since that is 
what my notes were taken from. Many quotes from the manuscript memoir held in NLS Dep. 341/74 and 
NLS Acc. 13178-Volume 2, No. 31 have been published, often in modified form, in William Chambers, 
Memoir of Robert Chambers (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1872) and the various other related titles that 
he released after Robert’s death. This memoir was also used along with other papers and William’s work to 
compose Robert Chambers, C. H. Layman, ed., Man of Letters (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1990), but I was unable to compare it directly with the archival sources and I will only cite it here if I have 
no other reference for the material. Whenever possible, I have quoted directly from the photocopied 
manuscript rather than relying on William’s often altered version of Robert’s words or Layman’s 
transcription; while the published versions stick mostly to the spirit of what Robert set down, William 
definitely did not stick to the letter of what he claims to quote, and in some very significant cases he 
deliberately excluded interesting anecdotes and deliberately obfuscated the signification of Robert’s words, 
particularly on issues concerning religion.  
5 NLS Dep. 341/74, 99.  
6 NLS Dep. 341/74, 1-2.  
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centuries.7 But out of a spirit of dogmatism often grows its own redress, and the tolerant 

but still religious Scottish Enlightenment was one of the early responses that helped turn 

Scotland into a more socially and religiously progressive society over the hundred years 

surrounding Chambers’s birth. Chambers’s own work as a journalist, as the co-producer 

of some of the most widely used educational texts of his day, and the secret author of 

Vestiges were other significant factors in this cultural transformation. 

 Chambers grew up attending a relatively moderate Church of Scotland 

congregation with his family in their hometown of Peebles until they moved to 

Edinburgh when he was twelve years old. He and his older brother, William, also 

attended the traditional parish schools that were operated as a public-church partnership.8 

Throughout his adult life, Chambers repeatedly contrasted what he characterized as the 

true spirit of religion with the rigidity he saw displayed in the Kirk. In a memoir written 

in his 60s, Chambers reflected on some of the incidents in his early life that helped to turn 

him against the mainstream Scottish Presbyterian tradition in which he was raised. 

Growing up, Chambers heard from his mother about a visit by one of the men in town 

who considered himself a ‘Covenanter’: as she held baby William, her first-born, this 

man boomed at her that she should pray the French come to mete out justice on this sinful 

land for our own ‘gud.’ She was terribly shaken, especially since at the time a French 

invasion seemed a real and serious threat, and Chambers related the story with a certain 

amount of anger concerning the trauma this man had caused his mother.9 Her fear 

concerning this incident was one of his earliest memories, and it helped shape his opinion 

that rigid dogmatism could do genuine damage to the emotional wellbeing of its victims.  

                                                
7 Significant portions of this chapter, especially of the next few pages, were originally published in Angela 
Smith, “The Theology of Materialism: Redeeming the Natural Religion of Robert Chambers and Vestiges,” 
in International Life Writing: Memory and Identity in Global Context, ed. Paul Longley Arthur (London & 
New York: Routledge, 2013), 67-90.  
8 On Scottish education, see: R. D. Anderson, Education and Opportunity in Victorian Scotland: Schools 
and Universities (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 1-69; Craigie, James, A Bibliography of Scottish 
Education before 1872 (London: University of London Press, 1970); James Scotland, The History of 
Scottish Education, Volume I, (London: University of London Press, 1969); George Elder Davie, The 
Democratic Intellect: Scotland and Her Universities in the Nineteenth Century (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1961). 
9 NLS Dep. 341/74, 5.  
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 Before long, Chambers learned this firsthand. One of the universal commonalities 

experienced by every Scottish child who received an education at the parish schools was 

to be drilled on the Shorter Catechism, often accompanied by whippings with the tawse: 
The most distressing part of our school exercises consisted in the learning by heart the 
catechism of the Westminster Assembly of Divines, a document which every child in 
presbyterian Scotland has to learn, though it is impossible for any person to understand it, 
or to view it in any other light than as a torture. Some of the phrases of this catechism 
stick to my memory, but only to raise associations of pain and disgust; and such must be 
the case of many. As a means of opening the mind of a child to the relations he bears to 
the mysteries out of which his life has sprung and into which his pleasing anxious being 
is finally to be resolved, nothing could be more unsuitable. Viewing the severe, taxing 
way in which it is taught and the penalties connected with it, I deem the Scottish 
Inquisition a good name for it.10  
 

The contrast was striking between the true spirit of religion—that which would “open the 

mind of a child to the mysteries out of which his life has sprung”—and the senseless 

creed and cruelty associated with the Shorter Catechism, and Chambers would spend 

much of his life trying to reconcile the dissonance caused by this early indoctrination. 

The Presbyterian canon seemed antipathetic to the beauty he saw in understanding and 

experiencing God’s creation. 

 It was not long before Chambers learned that a religion of law untempered by a 

generous spirit could do far more than hurt feelings and the palms of young hands. Its 

destructive potential was made manifest just after he had joined his family, who had 

preceded him by several months, in Edinburgh in 1814. There he heard the sounds of a 

crowd hanging two Irishmen for supposedly robbing a local man of a few pence. The 

punishment was carried out by a group of men who sang the Scotch version of the 103rd 

psalm as they sent the robbers to their maker:  
Oh thou, my soul, bless God the Lord, 
And all that in me is, 
Be strirr'd up, his holy name, 
To magnify and bless, etc. 

 
This was a hymn of forgiveness—but of forgiveness for the select alone, for those who 

worship God “in fear.” Chambers wrote, “I was near enough to hear distinctly, and never 
                                                
10 NLS Dep. 341/74, 79.  
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since have read without thinking of those two examples of over-rigid justice.”11 The harsh 

and intolerant severity of so much that went under the name of Scottish religion was the 

main impetus for the sensitive Chambers to seek alternatives to his childhood faith as he 

began to develop a sense of himself.  

 It was the study of science that provided for Chambers a way out of the severe 

and unbending mindset of his peers toward a more meaningful and sublime truth—indeed 

a religious truth of a different sort. He described his discovery of the fourth edition of the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica in his attic while still in Peebles:  
It was a new world to me. I felt a religious thankfulness that such a convenient 
collection of human knowledge existed, and that here it was spread out like a well-
plenished table before me. What the gift of a whole toy-shop would have been to 
most children, this book was to me. I plunged into it. I roamed through it like a bee. 
I hardly could be patient enough to read any one article, while so many others 
remained to be looked into. In that on astronomy, the constitution of the material 
universe was all at once revealed to me. Henceforth, I knew—what no other boy in 
the town then dreamed of—that there were infinite number of worlds besides our 
own, which was by comparison a very insignificant one. From the zoological articles 
I gathered that the animals, familiar and otherwise, were all classified into a system 
through which some faint traces of a plan were discernible…. The themes first 
presented to the young mind certainly sink into it the deepest. The sciences of which 
I obtained the first tracings through the Encyclopedia have all through life been 
endeared to me above the rest.12 
 

Chambers began his study of natural religion with this exploration of these volumes when 

he was only ten years old, and it was a study he would pursue for the rest of his life.  

 Once in Edinburgh, Chambers attended Benjamin Mackay’s private classical 

academy.13 Chambers immediately rose to a position near the top of his class, so the 

                                                
11 NLS Dep. 341/74, 4.  
12 NLS Dep. 341/74, 94-96.  
13 Aeneas Mackay says that Benjamin Mackay’s students described him as “a practical Scottish 
schoolmaster of the best kind—intelligent, accurate, and thorough” (Aeneas J. G. Mackay, “Obituary of 
John Inglis,” in Proceedings of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Vol. 19 (Edinburgh: Neill and Co., 1893), 
xiv.). Mackay’s methods and values were perhaps unusually influential on the mind of Chambers. As 
master at the Royal High School, Mackay delivered an address, “System Of Education Practised In the 
High School Of Edinburgh, by Benjamin Mackay, M.A., and, in Substance, Recommended by Him to the 
Patrons of the Institution in the year 1834,” which sheds light on many significant aspects of his 
educational philosophy. Mackay originally became a master at the school in 1820, five years after he taught 
Chambers, so his ideas and practices may have changed since teaching Robert. The entirety of this address 
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schoolmaster allowed him to attend throughout the first year even though his family 

could only afford the fees for the first few months—an act of charity that Robert never 

forgot.14 Chambers took full advantage of the opportunity: 
My habits of assiduous private study and abstinence from play were now, if possible, 
increased, and for a considerable time, before becoming known by name, I was 
distinguished only as ‘the fellow who takes his books home in the forenoon’; a 
circumstance which I dare say appeared very affected or very singular, as the most of the 
boys employed the interim in amusement.15 
 

James Chambers had moved to Edinburgh to work in the cotton industry there, but he 

was soon forced to seek other options.16 After the senior Chambers lost his position at the 

cloth merchant, he took what was a stressful job for the entire family at the Joppa Salt 

Works, which Chambers described as follows: 
In August 1815, after I had concluded my year at the Academy, the family was removed 
from a neat house which we occupied in the southern suburbs of Edinburgh, to a small 
lodging in the very centre of the salt-work, where we were almost constantly enveloped 
in dense smoke. A more disagreeable or degrading residence could hardly have been 
found; and I have often wondered since how it was endured. Nothing I am persuaded but 
the sense of an emancipation from the immediate pressure of poverty could have 
reconciled us to such an abode.17 

 
Despite the trying conditions that the family had to endure, the job, though short-lived, 

was nevertheless lucrative enough to arrange for the second Chambers brother to 

continue his education.  
                                                                                                                                            
is available as Appendix X in William Steven, The History of the High School of Edinburgh (Edinburgh: 
Maclachlan & Stewart, 1849), 166-203. 
14 Robert wrote in 1833: “There was a kindness in this, and at the same time a compliment to myself that I 
can never reflect on without pleasure, notwithstanding the many painful reminiscences with which it is 
associated” (NLS Dep. 341/29, 11). A note about this source: In 1833, Robert wrote out a memoir of his 
life for the first thirty years. This was at some point typed up, and that typescript version microfilmed and 
placed in the National Library of Scotland under the reference Dep. 341/29. In 2011, the typescript from 
which the microfilm was made was placed in Acc 13178-Volume 2 No. 15. The very generous Chambers 
scholar and biographer, Sondra Cooney, has compared the typescript copy to the original, but I have not 
seen the original. I have followed her penciled corrections when they differ from the typescript when I can 
make them out, which is not often. This memoir was also used by William Chambers and C. H. Layman in 
compiling their biographies of Chambers, but I have used the archival typescript for the same reasons stated 
in Note 4 above.  
15 NLS Dep. 341/29, 11. There is a handwritten note in the margin at this line that I cannot make out—this 
is the typescript’s wording.  
16 NLS Dep. 341/29, 9. 
17 NLS Dep. 341/29, 13.  
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 Robert’s family, along with schoolmaster, hoped that he would attend the 

University and enter the ministry. He started the next year at Mackay’s while living in a 

small room in the home of a widow with his brother, William, who was then serving as 

an apprentice to a bookseller. The boys became very close during this period of hardship, 

the two oldest sons in a family racked by economic and emotional turmoil, carrying on 

their young shoulders the expectations and hopes of three younger siblings and both their 

parents. Possessing sharply contrasting personalities but very similar core values helped 

ripen both of them into honorable, hardworking, and ambitious young men who used 

their difficult situation to develop foresight and circumspection: 
We conversed freely about the reduced circumstances of our parents, and of the 
difficulties which consequently must of struck [sic] our path in life.  We resolved, 
however, that, as far as fortitude in endurance and frugality of living could go, we should 
struggle manfully against them. William had already during the short interval since the 
removal of the family to the salt-work, established a system of economy, which I 
regarded with admiration and resolved to imitate…. It may be readily supposed that this 
extreme frugality was not practised without much self-denial and even suffering. Dictated 
as it was by stern necessity, and partly supported by a kind of pride which we took in its 
exercise, it was nevertheless a severe trial to two young persons, who had been heretofore 
accustomed to all the comforts which generally prevail in the middle ranks of life.18 
 

 As Robert put it, “adversity had given us reflection beyond our years.”19 Robert was 

barely thirteen and William fifteen, and despite the sparse food, the long hours of work 

and study, the crowded room, and the lack of parental care, they made a manageable life 

for themselves. Robert’s ‘pride’ in the ‘exercise’ of frugality harkens back to the 

Presbyterian virtues with which he had been brought up. The boys lived in a very 

‘humble’ home within a stone’s throw of the site of the notorious Burke and Hare 

anatomy murders, though these were yet a few years off, and William was able to save 

over two shillings per week from his own wages after his room and board were paid for, 

costing his parents nothing but Sunday dinner.20  

 Robert started at the University of Edinburgh as planned in November 1815. 

While he attended lectures in the Humanities from the first day of the term, along with 
                                                
18 NLS Dep. 341/29, 14.  
19 NLS Dep. 341/29, 14. 
20 NLS Dep. 341/29, 14-15. 
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his former classmates from Mackay’s academy, it was clear almost from the start that he 

would not be able to continue. He was forced to leave formal education behind 

completely in April or May 1816, not yet fourteen years old. Giving up his dream of 

university training produced in the heart and soul of this would-be philosopher his most 

serious crisis to date:  
I was obliged to turn back from a course in which I saw so many of my companions 
about to start with every advantage in their favour, though I was sensible that hardly any 
of them cared so much for the pleasure of the race, or was so ambitious of its eventual 
honours as myself…. Now commenced the truly dark age of my history.21 
 

Edinburgh might have seemed like an intellectual Mecca to the same boy in different 

circumstances, but to one who had seen the city’s finest treasures dangled tauntingly 

before him, while yet unattainable, Edina became “a strange land, far from the place 

where we had any friends.”22  

 When his father was dismissed from the salt-work, the heart of the young boy, 

almost a man, as sorry as he was for himself, was equally pained for his mother: 
a woman born to the finest prospects, courted in early life as a kind of goddess, and now, 
while still young and beautiful, condemned by an inevitable fate to find herself, her 
husband, and her children threatened with the speedy and absolute want of the 
necessaries of life.23 
 

The head of the family had fallen into a kind of personal impotence and likely alcoholism 

that no doubt had influenced the dismissals he had suffered. Despite Robert’s repeated 

attempts to excuse his father from complete responsibility, he clearly knew that a 

personal failing was somewhere at the root of the problem: 
Even by nature, he was a soft and easy man; and adversity, instead of erecting his 
character into something more firm, as it ought to do, had increased his disposition to 
self-indulgence, and rendered his practice a sad commentary on the philosophical maxims 
and extensive moral observation, for which he was remarkable.24  

 

                                                
21 NLS Dep. 341/29, 15-16.  
22 NLS Dep. 341/29, 16.  
23 NLS Dep. 341/29, 16.  
24 NLS Dep. 341/29, 16. 
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Despite this acknowledgment, Chambers never bitterly blamed his father for the fall of 

the family—it was, indeed, not entirely the man’s fault. Chambers rather held him ever in 

his mind as the man of his young childhood, a kind of philosopher king, a big man in the 

small burgh of Peebles, whose downfall could be almost entirely accounted for by his 

good nature and his willingness to trust the wrong people. His father was, in most of 

Chambers’s recollections of him, a victim of his circumstances.25 Chambers’s 

sympathetic nature got some good practice through the idealization of a father who might 

have prevented the precipitous downfall of his family had he lived up to his own self-

professed principles.  

 As James Chambers fell deeper and deeper into despair and ‘self-indulgence,’ 

Mrs. Chambers persevered despite her husband’s struggles, and kept the family together 

and fed by starting opening a little shop in a neighborhood very near the salt-work.26 It 

sold, among other things, liquor, creating no small degree of angst within the respectable 

Presbyterian family, the head of which was himself a victim of the bottle.27 William 

brought books home when he could, which Robert saw as the family’s only link to their 

former station (and no doubt helped lead to his passionate future career as a purveyor and 

producer of cheap literature, providing those without a bookseller’s apprentice in the 

family access to a world otherwise beyond reach).28 Robert moved home when he left 

school, and worked at the shop as best he could to help, but his parents became deeply 

concerned that his prospects were not good. He read—Smollett’s History of England, all 

thirteen volumes, and many others—but what good was such a taste for knowledge in a 
                                                
25 NLS Dep. 341/29, 38; William’s assessment generally was quite bit harsher in tone. For just one 
example, see Chambers, Memoir, 1872, 43: “There indeed, lay my father’s weakness—too slight a regard 
for personal responsibilities.” Contrast this with Robert’s recollections written very late in his life: “My 
father, though not exempt from the convivial habits of his time, stands in my recollection distinguished 
from his fellow burghers by a love of information and science, and by a liberality of judgment nearly 
unique” (NLS Dep. 341/74, unnumbered page between 20-21). 
26 The shop was in Musselburgh; NLS Dep. 341/29, 17.  
27 “I well remember the struggles of the spirit which preceded the step, the unavailing reflection on past 
and happier days, the irrepressible breathings of execration at the unhappy man who had been the cause of 
our ruin {not referring to James Chambers}. Necessity, however, while it urged, at the same time justified 
the measure: and there was a great consolation to a Scottish bosom, in the remoteness of the scene of our 
degradation from the place where we were known in the time of our better fortune” (NLS Dep. 341/29, 17). 
28 NLS Dep. 341/29, 18.  
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boy for whom higher education and the learned professions were out of reach?29 He and 

William also took up about this time with a porter, James Alexander, and two other 

brothers, with whom they explored the mysteries of electricity: 
Alexander and the two Kings were our first instructors and inspirers in science; and under 
their direction, William and I constructed an electrical machine, which, however would 
not produce a single spark till one Sunday, when the young men came all the way to my 
father's house to assist in setting it a-going. Never shall I forget the burst of delight and 
surprise with which I beheld the blue fluid passing into one of our Leyden phials. Our 
feelings must have surpassed greatly those of Franklin, when, at a graver period of life, 
he drew the same subtle essence from the clouds.30   

 
It was his feelings that he recorded here, and not the details of how they had gotten the 

device to work. Along with electrical studies, Robert intensely studied his father’s two 

globes, made by Seacy in 1738. He also took up the manufacture of sundials as a hobby, 

dabbled in mathematics, and read and critiqued some of the calculations in Thomas 

Chalmers’s A Series of Discourses on the Christian Revelation, Viewed in Connection 

with the Modern Astronomy.31 The professional prospects for a self-trained man of 

science, however, were certainly no better than one in literature, so all of this industry 

was of little comfort to his parents.  

 Robert’s relationship with William continued to be one of the fundamental and 

most important of his formative years as they made their way into adulthood in the 

                                                
29 NLS Dep. 341/29, 18-19.  
30 NLS Dep. 341/29, 19. 
31 NLS Dep. 341/29, 19-20. On Chalmers’s Discourses, Chambers claims, “I read these with enthusiastic 
pleasure, but surprised my father by several corrections which I pointed out in the reverend author’s 
calculations.” Chalmers’s Discourses, however, contain almost no mathematical calculations, so he must 
have meant some of the author’s reasoning and/or conclusions. See Thomas Chalmers, A Series of 
Discourses on the Christian Revelation, Viewed in Connection with the Modern Astronomy, 8th ed. 
(Glasgow: John Smith and Son, 1817). For the hobby of “dialling,” Chambers could have certainly gotten a 
solid grounding in the subject from the Encyclopaedia he read as a child: Enyclopaedia Britannica, 4th ed., 
s.v. “Dialling” (Edinburgh: Colin Macfarquhar and Andrew Bell, 1810), 195-214, contains a very technical 
introduction to the subject complete with numerous illustrations of various types of dials. In this article, 
Chambers could have learned the theory, construction, and practical use of dials. Dials are presented as 
essential instruments that accurately find solar time, providing a still valuable check to clocks, which all 
still got behind time. Techniques are given for finding answers to geographic exercises using both 
logarithmic calculations and simple mechanical means. His interest in the globe is connected with dialing, 
because many of the exercises presented in the article are framed around the use of a globe, and both of 
these tie in with his later concerns with astronomy, geography, topography, surveying, and geological 
causation.  
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growing city of Edinburgh. They shared an interest in human nature and the political 

condition of their country, and they both wanted to make a difference in their world. 

Without William’s level head and practical side, the sensitive and artistic Robert might 

never have succeeded as he did. Robert noted that “William was from the first dawn of 

character more cold and severe than I.”32 But their natures, although contrasting, were 

also complementary, and they spurred each other on: 
By our own frequent intercourse, however, everything that either William or I knew or 
thought became a common property. We used to join cordially in the most merciless 
ridicule of all common-place ideas and common-place people, and appeared determined 
that, whatever should be our fortune in life, our own careers should not be of a tame or 
ordinary kind.33 

 
And, indeed, they were not to be—these words were prophetic. Though Robert probably 

already considered that he had risen above the ordinary at the time he penned these 

reminiscences, his rise had only just begun. The brothers’ educational book series would 

transform education for thousands of British youth, and bring science to the school-age 

curriculum for the first time. Robert was about to become one of the most celebrated 

authors in the capital, and his books of collected essays would be handed out as school 

prizes for decades to come.34 And in just a few years, he would secretly begin the work 

on what would become one of the most influential books in Victorian Britain. His 

brother, too, would attain both fame and fortune to become one of the most powerful and 

influential lord provosts the capital had ever seen; streets and institutes would be named 

after him, and a huge statue of him would grace one of the broad new streets he would 

help to create—which would also bear his name. In addition, a large alcove in the most 

ancient church in Edinburgh, St. Giles, would before the end of the century add a huge 

stained-glass window dedicated to the memory of the two brothers, which would look out 

over the site of their publishing house. In the decades after Sir Walter Scott helped create 

                                                
32 NLS Dep. 341/29, 20. 
33 NLS Dep. 341/29, 20. 
34 Used bookshops in Edinburgh today abound with copies of Chambers’s essays inscribed to students as 
prizes or rewards for achievements dated into the 1860s and 1870s.  
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the image of the nation of Scotland, the Chambers brothers helped transform the city of 

Edinburgh. 

 

Setting Out on His Own 
Edinburgh in this second decade of the nineteenth century was a city on the rise in both 

power and fortune despite the downturn in the British economy following the end of the 

Napoleonic Wars. The Nelson Monument went up on Calton Hill in 1815, followed 

within a few years by the Observatory; the Waverley novels were becoming a sensation 

south of the border; and the Regent Bridge, the Union Canal, the Signet Library, the new 

city offices on High Street, and additions to the New Town were all being constructed. 

Banking and insurance concerns were thriving, as was the legal business, and the 

University had just begun work to finally complete its brand new custom building, which 

was somewhat ironically called the “Old College.”35 In 1818, Sir Walter Scott joined a 

group that went on a treasure hunt through Edinburgh Castle to deliberately recover the 

Scottish Regalia. There was an optimistic spirit of growth and progress pervading the 

streets of Edinburgh during this decade, and it would have been hard for Robert’s 

sensitive nature not to have picked up on the promise of opportunity all around him. Most 

importantly for William and Robert, the printing and publishing industry in the capital 

was growing. Joining the Edinburgh Advertiser, the Edinburgh Evening Courant, and the 

Edinburgh Review, The Scotsman put out its first number in the first month of 1817 to 

promote liberal Whiggism, followed by Blackwood’s Magazine, a passionately pro-Tory 

publication, in April of the same year. Book publishing firms active at the time included 

Oliver & Boyd, T. & A. Constable, and Ballantyne’s, with William Tait, which was 

supportive of radical causes, to join the local scene by the end of the decade. Adam and 

Charles Black operated another Whig publishing house in the 1820s and 1830s. 

                                                
35 This building is now the University of Edinburgh School of Law, but was originally used by the School 
of Medicine. It was designed by Robert Adam, partially constructed in the 1790s under the direction of his 
two brothers, and not completed until after a delay caused by the Napoleonic Wars. William Henry Playfair 
took over the project between 1816-1831, when it was finally completed. Before this, the university had 
been scattered in various existing buildings in the southern part of the city. 
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Numerous other small Edinburgh publishers provided a dynamic environment where a 

young literary man could indeed find a niche, and though his parents had no way of 

knowing these aspects of its character at the time, living as they did on the outskirts of 

both the city and society, it was in many ways an ideal place for a boy like Robert to find 

his way and move up in the world.  

 Among the books that William brought home on Saturday nights from the 

bookshop where he worked were the Waverley novels, and these had a ‘decided’ impact 

on Robert’s mind that he too should write historical fiction.36 He was more inclined 

toward writing about science, however, during this period, and mildly interested in the 

local politics of Scotland.37 William (at least) devoured the works of Adam Smith, Hugh 

Blair, and John Locke, while Robert preferred history, romances, and light reading that 

touched predominantly the fancy, along with “the more entertaining parts of science.”38 

But the boys shared and discussed everything they read, so William’s interest in the 

Enlightenment ideals surely had an impact on his younger brother. Robert finally got his 

first job at the age of fifteen, near Leith Walk, on the northern edge of town, copying 

letters for a Russian merchant, but it only lasted six months. He also worked for a brief 

period as a tutor to a Portobello family and for a few weeks for another merchant. These 

were the only jobs he ever had working for anyone besides himself (or in partnership 

with his brother). He was adrift—in his own words: 

                                                
36 NLS Dep. 341/29, 20. 
37 NLS Dep. 341/29, 21.  
38 William Chambers, Story of a Long and Busy Life (Edinburgh: W & R Chambers, 1882), 17; NLS Dep. 
341/29, 9 (quote), 19, 20. Robert also wrote, “The books of imagination which I first read from Elder’s 
library, have ever borne a preference in my heart, whatever may be the judgment of modern taste regarding 
them. It pains me to this day to hear severe remarks made upon Fielding and Sterne. I should feel myself to 
be a base ingrate if I could join in condemning men who first gave me views of social life beyond my natal 
village sphere, and who, by their powers of entertainment, lent such a charm to years during which material 
enjoyments were few. These intellectual ‘loves of life’s young day’ sometimes lead literary men in the 
choice of themes for their own pens. It was from such a feeling regarding Smollett that I was induced to 
make an effort to set his life in a more respectful light before the world than it had previously enjoyed, 
while assuredly invited to other tasks in several respects more promising. It strikes me that the gratitude to 
an author—also to a teacher—to any one who has benefited us intellectually—is as desirable a form of the 
feeling as any. I raise statues in my heart to the fictionists above-named and to many others who no where 
have statues of bronze or marble, and I likewise deem it not unfitting that there should be flower-crowned 
miniatures in my bosom of James Sloane and Sandy Elder” (NLS Dep. 341/74, 96-97).  
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I had thus grown up to sixteen years of age–a studious, awkward, and apparently 
energetic youth full of eccentricities in thought and action, and as yet unconscious of an 
aim in life; but yet, it would appear, possessed of a secret vein of enthusiasm, which was 
ultimately to lead me through many difficulties, and place me in a respectable station in 
life.39  
 

Chambers was desperate—and he (unlike Burns, with whom he compared himself) would 

have been willing to do any type of menial labor to eke out some living on his own. “My 

ambition, like the fairy tent in the Arabian tale, could expand itself when required over a 

whole army; but it could also be collapsed into a handful, and carried in the pocket of the 

possessor.”40 He saw himself, like the larva of a butterfly (this was his analogy), as 

destined for a different kind of life, and most of the time he held onto a steady faith that 

things would eventually work out.41  

 Like the city he inhabited, however, Chambers had a dark side, and he was 

subject from his adolescence and throughout his life to periodic fits of nearly paralyzing 

depression and anxiety: 
How to proceed under such circumstances, was too trying a question for a person of my 
years, however tempered heretofore in the school of adversity. Sometimes the future 
would appear so gloomy that I would shrink from it with fear, and wish that I had rather 
never been, or could cease to be, than thus be loaded with an existence for which all 
proper provision was wanting. I well recollect spending a whole evening by the fireside, 
in a state of mute sorrow…. On one occasion…my sensations were of so morbid a nature, 
that without regard to the rain which was beginning to descend, but rather catching 
sanction for my mood from the corresponding state of the elements, I threw myself upon 
the sward in the King's Park, and with bitter tears, felt as if I could have been glad that I 
should never more rise in possession of life.42 
 

It was in just such a desperate state of despondency, right around the time of his sixteenth 

birthday, that Chambers gathered his most cherished possessions, all that he had in the 

world to link him to the life he had believed should be his destiny—and offered them for 

sale in a grim stall on Leith Walk. It was in this bold act of surrender, this willingness to 

                                                
39 NLS Dep. 341/29, 22.  
40 NLS Dep. 341/29, 22. 
41 NLS Dep. 341/29, 23. 
42 NLS Dep. 341/29, 23-24.  
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let go of what he had clung to most tightly, that his ‘redemption’ began to be realized.43 

Chambers opened his little stand with what he estimated amounted to two or three 

pounds’ worth of books—all those belonging to himself, his brother, and his father—and 

at the end of the first day he had earned around twelve shillings—a sum worth far more 

than its monetary value because it represented the hope of his eventual independence. 

Chambers had taken the daring step of contracting for the shop based solely on his 

brother’s intelligence about the book trade, his own love of books, and his personal 

observations that the shops he frequented seemed to very often succeed, thrive, and 

grow.44  At the time, new books were still very expensive and completely out of reach of 

most ordinary people. Used books provided the only supply for the poorer class of 

readers, and Chambers’s own circumstances had made it all too manifest how real was 

the need for this supply. How he supplemented his initial stock is not clear, but in general 

he bought up books at auctions held in the Old Town in the winter. He found “the chief 

difficulty of the trade to consist in getting old ones to supply the demand.”45 Entering the 

Edinburgh used book trade in the 1810s was somewhat akin to entering the personal 

computer business in the 1980s, or investing in online retail in the ’90s—money was 

there to be made because the supply was far smaller than the demand. Within a few short 

months he had increased his stock by ten times, paid his rent, and was on his way up an 

accelerated rise in wealth, stature, and productivity that laid a personal foundation for his 

progressive view of the development of the natural world.46  

 What had started in one of his darkest hours was now a source of light that would 

from that point forward guide his way. William moved into the shop to offer help and 

guidance while he finished the last year of his apprenticeship. Despite all they shared, 

there was a good-hearted rivalry and tension in their relationship when they were boys, 

which Robert felt most especially as the younger son. He reported that, “it suited my 

                                                
43 NLS Dep. 341/29, 26—Chambers himself uses this term in relation to his rise from poverty.  
44 NLS Dep. 341/29, 24-25.  
45 NLS Dep. 341/29, 25. 
46  NLS Dep. 341/29, 25. 
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father's philanthropic disposition to like me the least of the two.”47 When William finally 

finished his apprenticeship he opened his own bookshop just down the street from 

Robert. Regardless of the problems the men would come to have in the future, even under 

these circumstances they remained more partners than competitors: 
the extraordinary circumstance presented itself, of two brothers rivalling each other in 
business in the same street. This step, however, never appeared to me as one in the least 
likely to prove injurious to my interests; and so far were we from feeling any jealousy of 
each other, that my back–room still continued to be our common abode. There every 
evening, when the shops were closed, did we sit at our frugal meal conversing of matters 
of business (if they could be so called) or of matters of literature, in which we were now 
beginning to be more interested than in science, or of our general prospects in the world, 
which like starry skies seen from a pit, looked all the brighter that my immediate 
atmosphere was one of poverty and hardship. I can never reflect on this period of my life 
without pleasure.48 
 

Robert was always the more fun-loving, artistic, and sensitive of the two, and he 

demonstrated that by allowing himself the one luxury of theater seats once a month now 

that he was supporting himself, which his brother found frivolous. This was practically 

the only money besides that for food that was not reinvested in the shop.49 

 The friendly rivalry between the boys inspired Robert at around the age of 

seventeen to take up the craft of delicate calligraphy, which William had been practicing 

for a while to the great amazement of those in the family circle who witnessed his work.50 

While spending long hours manning his store, Robert had plenty of time to practice and 

on his first day was able to successfully mimic his brother in the art, forcing his father to 

cease his teasing comments on the matter. As will soon be evident, it is ironic that he 

later called the practice “an useless and unprofitable way of spending time…. a mad 

attempt to revive an art which the invention of typography had for ever laid to rest.”51 

However trivial and archaic it may have seemed to him by 1833 in light of his higher 

achievements, this skill was one of the keys to Robert’s future. In reviving an obsolete 

                                                
47 NLS Dep. 341/29, 20. 
48 NLS Dep. 341/29, 28.  
49 NLS Dep. 341/29, 26.  
50 NLS Dep. 341/29, 27.  
51 NLS Dep. 341/29, 27. 
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craft, he found the means to be noticed by members of a circle in Edinburgh that a year 

before had been so out of his reach that they might as well have been in another country. 

He took up poetry at around this time as well, though his verses, which he considered the 

more valuable practice, did not yet gain him the recognition that his penmanship did.  

 

 

An example of Robert’s calligraphy and an early sample of his original poetry,  
showing his interest in God’s reflection in nature  

even at this early age—and his desire for the “moral honours of the pen.”52 
 

 Seeing his poems in print, however, provided a source of inspiration.53 The 

vehicle for this manifestation was another project with William, one of many that Robert 

and his brother joined in during the early decades of their careers, but one somewhat 

discordant with the others—the poems appeared in an overtly political newspaper the 
                                                
52 Reproduced by permission of the National Library of Scotland: NLS MSS 7198/47a, October 1824; 
image provided by Sally Harrower; quote from NLS Dep. 341/29, 34.  
53 NLS Dep. 341/29, 30.  
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brothers helped pay to publish. The additional content (other than Robert’s verses) was 

composed by a “violent radical” friend, John Denovan, who was, in Chambers’s 

estimation, a “humble but ingenious” apprentice.54 While Chambers generally avoided 

mixing with those “individuals whose equal I now was…so that, in the upward ascent 

which I always expected, there might be no paltry friendships to clog my skirts, or taunt 

me with a forgetfulness of former humility,” he made exceptions for those who possessed 

“talent or singular worth,”55 of whom Denovan was one. It was not for his politics but for 

his verses that Robert considered him unusually gifted, and apparently Denovan had 

made a similar impression on the Tory Sir Walter Scott.56 In any case, the young radical: 
persuaded my brother and myself, though we knew nothing of politics, to join him in 
equal shares of a weekly sheet, which…made its first appearance in October or 
November 1819, under the title of the ‘Patriot,’ and the whole affair was then and has 
ever since been to me as a kind of dream. Eight numbers were published, containing, I 
believe, bitter diatribes against the existing government and all connected with it; the 
whole of which were the composition of Denovan, and carried to me hardly any meaning, 
seeing that I had neither knowledge nor sentiment on the subject.57 

 
This statement, along with significant other evidence, calls into question any attempt to 

make a strongly political interpretation of Chambers’s life and work, especially at this 

early stage. Treatments such as Secord’s introduction to the facsimile edition of Vestiges, 

published in 1994, which contextualizes the political situation of the period while 

ignoring many of the social and cultural factors addressed here, are rather misguided. 

Secord presents a brief summary of the Radical War in relation to the brothers’ 

involvement with the Patriot, leaving it an open question whether or not they shared the 

                                                
54 NLS Dep. 341/29, 30. 
55 NLS Dep. 341/29, 26. 
56 Sir Walter Scott comforted and tried to help Denovan as he was near death, which serves to indicate that 
there was a lot of nonpartisan good spirit in the literary world, at least the 1820s in Scott’s circle (NLS Dep. 
341/29, 30-31). In William’s Memoir of William and Robert Chambers, referring to Denovan: “A little 
crazy on poetical subjects, he, by an easy transition, became half mad on politics, and edited a weekly 
periodical called The Patriot, which was desperately Radical in character. One of its leading articles, I 
remember, began with the portentous words: ‘Day follows day, and chain follows chain.’ Yet Denovan was 
a harmless creature. His poetical pieces were noticed with some approbation by Sir Walter Scott, 
who…now and then, in a kindly way, looked in upon him at his den in Leith Wynd….”: William 
Chambers, Memoir of William and Robert Chambers, (Edinburgh: W & R Chambers, 1884 ed.), 156-157. 
57 NLS Dep. 341/29, 30. 
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radical politics despite their later denials. The evidence does not really offer much 

support for doubt on this issue, though we cannot know for sure. Nor does extant 

evidence support the idea that the brothers “staked out their political views” by the early 

1820s, “[a]s their fortunes began to improve.”58 

 When the totality of the evidence is considered, it is clear that Robert was not 

interested in involving himself with party politics at this stage in his life. In his writings, 

he is clear that he sees his family situation as created because of personal betrayals, 

complicated by personal failings, and relieved via personal triumphs. There is not even a 

hint of either blaming or seeking redress from a political system. As the above quote and 

the rest of the evidence here presented indicate, Chambers was almost completely 

oblivious to the finer points of the political situation in his country.  His main concern 

was with his own circumstances, and with his local surroundings. In any case, the 

radicals involved in the protests and riots between 1816-1822 were of relatively minor 

importance in Edinburgh.59 Indeed, the radical threat was easily enough defused through 

transportations and the execution of just three of the twenty-four convicted of high 

treason, James Wilson, Andrew Hardie, and John Baird. Many of the remaining weavers 

involved in the riots in Paisley and Glasgow were engaged to build what has ever since 

been called the “Radical Road,” a path around the base of the Salisbury Crags (adjacent 

to Arthur’s Seat), which was completed in 1822. 60 It is not surprising that the teenage 

                                                
58 James A. Secord, Introduction to Vestiges and Other Evolutionary Writings, by Robert Chambers 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), xix. This will be addressed extensively in the next chapter.  
59 There was an incident of violence when someone attacked the lord provost’s house in November 1820. 
See “The History of Parliament Online,” “Edinburgh,” accessed July 19, 2014, 
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-1832/constituencies/edinburgh. The Whig-led 
Pantheon meeting in December of that year, which was attended by thousands, was of a decidedly 
moderate tone and took as its official focus the ministers’ abusive treatment of Queen Caroline. Only upper 
and middle class householders were invited to the Pantheon meeting, though it was in part inspired by some 
of the other unrest. For two very different interpretations of the Scottish ‘Radical War”: see P. Berresford 
Ellis and Seumas Mac A’ Ghobhainn, The Scottish insurrection of 1820 (London: Gollancz, Ltd., 1970), 
for an overtly nationalist but unsustainable view; and Gordon Pentland, Spirit of the union: popular politics 
in Scotland, 1815-1830 (London: Pickering and Chatto Publishers. 2011) for a more nuanced view that sees 
the radical unrest as a minority movement more representative of pan-British ideals. This does not discount 
the importance of the Edinburgh martyrs exiled and deported in the 1790s. 
60 James Nasmyth, James Nasmyth Engineer An Autobiography, Samuel Smiles, ed. (London: John 
Murray, 1883), 103. 
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Chambers—bookseller, poet, calligrapher and would-be Romantic historical novelist—

would have been little concerned with the politics of a class of people he had no desire to 

associate with in 1819. The brothers’ venture into radical politics was an attempt to make 

a little extra money, but nothing more. The types of strategies that Robert employed were 

far more likely to concern market analysis, finding niches that would utilize his particular 

talents, siting locations, and providing for demand than they were to relate to ideological, 

political, or religious conciliation. 

 By the age of eighteen, these business strategies were beginning to pay off and 

Chambers was able to move his shop to a better location, probably at 32 Leith Walk, as 

well as to add a circulating library and sell stationery along with books.61 He continued 

reinvesting the majority of his £6-8 per month of profit in the business. He spent his 

ample spare time while waiting for customers in writing, calligraphy, and reading. From 

his perspective, “if I improved, it was only under such favourable circumstances, that not 

to have done so would have been disgraceful.”62  

 

The Kaleidoscope and “Vindication of the World and of Providence” 

At the age of nineteen, Robert joined William in a second publishing venture, this time 

their own creation printed up on William’s new handpress and mostly written by 

Robert.63 They called it The Kaleidoscope, or Edinburgh Literary Amusement, quoting 

the last of the following lines from Lord Byron’s Don Juan on the title page: 
Folks are discouraged; and most surely no men    
Had greater need to nerve themselves again   
Than these, and so this rainbow look’d like hope —   
Quite a celestial Kaleidoscope.64 

 

                                                
61 NLS Dep. 341/29, 31. The 1822-1823 Edinburgh Postal Directory lists him at this address, and 1823-24 
lists him at 4. India Place in the New Town.  
62 NLS Dep. 341/29, 31. 
63 Robert Chambers, The Kaleidoscope; or, Edinburgh Literary Amusement (Edinburgh: William 
Chambers, 1821). 
64 George Gordon Byron, “Don Juan,” Canto ii, 93, The Works of Lord Byron Complete in Five Volumes, 
Vol. I (Leipzig: Bernh. Tauchnitz Jun., 1842), 85.  
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To many Edinburgh residents, and to the young men who chose this name, 

‘kaleidoscope’ would have had other connotations as well. The eminent physicist David 

Brewster in Edinburgh had given the instrument the name that the brothers borrowed for 

their paper. Brewster produced an improved design with a more precise scientific basis 

and popularized it with his A Treatise on the Kaleidoscope in 1819.65 Such instruments 

consist of mirrors inclined in various degrees toward one another in order to reflect and 

counter-reflect light, producing beautiful and novel patterns of contrasting inverted and 

non-inverted images, which can then be copied into geometric garden plans, patterns in 

cloth, or tile and rug designs. Brewster celebrated the instrument with an almost Smithian 

spirit as a way to produce the most sublime beauty using abstruse scientific principles.66 

The key to the beauty was in the symmetrical patterns.67 Brewster’s treatise was an 

attempt to increase the sales of instruments made according to his patented design.68 The 

general idea of a ‘multiplying speculum’ had been around since at least the sixteenth 

century, however, so the device was counterfeited in mass numbers and sold as toys, 

parlor decorations, practical instruments, and in miniature versions as baubles for 

women.69  

 Regardless of all the possible connotations, Chambers’s choice of title was meant 

to evoke light-hearted good times, as he explicitly discussed in the opening number: 
[T]he signification of the word, which is literally “I see beautiful forms,” is calculated to 
have a very fine effect on the ears of the public; more especially when associated with the 
remembrances of the pleasure which everyone has experienced from that delightful 

                                                
65 For the controversy concerning the invention and production of the kaleidoscope, along with a brief 
history of the instrument, see the section on the kaleidoscope in Encyclopaedia Londinensis, or, Universal 
dictionary of arts, sciences, and literature, s.v. “Optics” (London: John Wilkes, 1820), 638-652. David 
Brewster, A Treatise on the Kaleidoscope (Edinburgh: Archibald Constable, 1819). Arising out of 
experiments he performed on the polarization of light, Brewster patented his version in 1817.  
66 The word “beauty” can be found on over twenty pages in Brewster’s A Treatise on the Kaleidoscope; it 
is signified by ‘kalos,’ the first etymological root of the word ‘kaleidoscope,’ a name which Brewster 
coined explicitly for this instrument. 
67 For one of many discussions in the same work of the connection between beauty and symmetry, see 
Brewster, Kaleidoscope, 113-114. 
68 Brewster, “Appendix,” A Treatise on the Kaleidoscope, 161-166 prints several testimonials in favor of 
Brewster’s innovations, and the last page of the book lists the current licensed suppliers of the patented 
instruments.  
69 Brewster, Kaleidoscope, 137-160. 
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instrument which bears the same name; and whose qualities, as well as title, it has 
endeavoured analogously to assume.70 
 

In The Kaleidoscope, Robert published his first prose, including, most importantly for our 

purposes, his first theodicy, or cosmology, dealing with ‘the natural order of the 

universe.’71 Secord printed this 1822 “Vindication of the World and of Providence,” and 

provided a brief analysis of it in his 1994 edition of Vestiges of the Natural History of 

Creation and Other Evolutionary Writings. Before I address “Vindication” directly, it is 

important to know what Chambers himself said about the work he produced for The 

Kaleidoscope, a periodical he believed ‘deservedly’ died after the eighth number. First, 

he expressly advertised the work as non-partisan: “The character of this publication will 

be rather light and humorous, than grave and didactic; and it may be necessary to add that 

nothing connected, in the slightest degree with party spirit of either Church or State, will 

be admitted.”72 Second, looking back on this early work as the mature editor of a much 

higher class of publication, Chambers said: 
To describe the flashy extravagancies, the injudicious satires, and the juvenile 
improprieties in general, of this little work, would be doing it too much honour…. There 
was hardly one article in this work, which could be considered unexceptionable in point 
of taste, except the poetry, which was at least free of the wretched affectations that beset 
my prose, and, in some instances was honoured with considerable applause. I am tempted 
to believe that my mind and whole manner of writing had about this time suffered a 
temporary vitiation from the reading of certain periodical works, of brilliant, but by no 
means pure lustre, with which I had become captivated, and of which I could imitate the 
vices, while I could not rival the real talent and ability.73  
 

                                                
70 Robert Chambers, The Kaleidoscope; or, Edinburgh Literary Amusement, Number 1 (Edinburgh: 
William Chambers, 1821), 3. Chambers wrote that they also picked it for its originality. Two Eton boys 
named their school magazine equivalently, and even used the same opening Byron quote, in 1833: A.J. 
Ellis and T. Charlton, eds., The Kaleidoscope; a periodical conducted by Eton boys (Eton: T. Ingleton and 
Son, 1833). In addition, the Liverpool The Kaleidoscope; or, Literary and Scientific Mirror: A Weekly 
Publication (Liverpool, 1820), began publication on July 4, 1820, predating the Edinburgh version by three 
months. It was a more serious concern that operated for at least a few years.   
71 For this connotation of ‘cosmology,’ see Merriam-Webster Dictionary Online, “cosmology,” accessed 
July 8, 2014, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cosmology. It is only a cosmology in the vaguest 
of senses though.  
72 William and Robert Chambers, “Prospectus,” Kaleidoscope (1821).  
73 NLS Dep. 341/29, 32.  
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Perhaps we can infer from this self-critique that the problem he saw was one of style 

more than substance; nevertheless, in light of Chambers’s own views toward The 

Kaleidoscope at this period, we should not take its possibly joking content as an 

indication of his genuine beliefs without supporting evidence from additional sources. 

The majority of the material of each and every number is bitingly sarcastic about issues 

that other sources indicate Chambers took very seriously, suggesting that he was making 

fun of himself as much as he was any other.74  

 Secord, however, takes the words in “Vindication” as a representation of 

Chambers’s conservative political values at this time:  
It is a Tory cosmology, underlining the steady-state equilibrium of the moral, political, 
and natural world. Radicals and reforming Whigs are dismissed as ‘whiners’ who long 
for perpetual improvement and development. Such a cosmological vision could scarcely 
be more opposed to the progressivist ideas of Vestiges.75  
 

While I agree that “Vindication” was partially serious, based on its tone and subject 

matter being more consequential than the ‘lighter’ pieces in The Kaleidoscope, I disagree 

that it supports the idea that Robert identified with the Tory party at this point any more 

than he did later, and especially that the philosophy underlying it was directly opposed to 

Vestiges.76 The original inspiration for “Vindication” was in all likelihood not 

Chambers’s youthful ‘party’ sympathies but rather the fourth edition of the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, put out by the Whig Constable firm. The entry “Geology” 

includes a section titled “Of the Most Remarkable Theories of the Earth” that at times 

                                                
74 Examples include the Scots language, small burghs, and local poetry—in a fake letter to the editor, 
supposedly from “Matthew Moonstruck,” Robert admonishes himself: “Now this is really too much. You 
are either entirely breaking that maxim, no less inestimable than it is general, that the makers of laws 
should not be also their breakers; or what is perhaps a greater folly, disparaging the contents of a good part 
of your own miscellany.” (Chambers, The Kaleidoscope; or, Edinburgh Literary Amusement, Number 3, 
1821, 43.) I contend that he was indeed disparaging his own miscellany—the majority of the work was a 
satire against itself and its creators—their station, their hometown, and their own values.  
75 Secord, Introduction, xix. I will address Secord’s political claims and Chambers’s political views in 
detail in Chapter V, “Edinburgh and the Politics of Evolution.”  
76 Chambers’s religious views at this time were not very compatible with Tory ideals: see NLS Acc 9699 
No. 94. As far as I can determine of those who expressed political sympathies in the sources I have 
examined, Chambers usually had more Whig and liberal friends than Tories, but he always had close Tory 
relationships.  
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sinks to the sardonic.77 The cosmological speculations of Thomas Burnet, John 

Woodward, Wiliam Whiston, Georges Louis Leclerc comte de Buffon, John Whitehurst, 

James Hutton, Abraham Gottlob Werner, and Richard Kirwan are all presented, all 

criticized, and many are either implicitly or explicitly ridiculed.78 Of Burnet’s Sacred 

Theory of the Earth, the author opined that it is “well known for the warmth with which it 

is imagined, and the weakness with which it is reasoned; for the elegance of its style, and 

the meanness of its philosophy.”79 In this section, the young Chambers would have 

learned that Whiston taught that the earth had once been a comet, which God caught and 

put in orbit around the sun. The earth consisted of a massive chaos of “…fluid 

atmosphere, composed of substances mingled, agitated, and shocked against each 

other…” on the eve of its creation.80 Later, to supply the water for the deluge: 
Whiston has found enough, and more than a sufficiency, in the tail of a comet; for he 
seems to allot comets a very active part in the great operations of nature. 
  He calculates with great seeming precision, the year, the month, and the day of 
the week on which this comet (which has paid the earth some visits since, but at a kinder 
distance) involved our globe in its tail.81 
 

In concluding his discussion of Whiston’s A New Theory of the Earth, the author stated,  

“In this universal wreck of nature Noah survived, by a variety of happy causes, to 

                                                
77 Enyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Geology,” 4th ed., Volume IX (Edinburgh: Colin Macfarquhar and 
Andrew Bell, 1810), 591. This article may have been written and/or revised by any of the following, as 
they are listed in the preface as the authors involved in the works about natural history, or someone not 
named, since the “Geology” chapter is not explicitly attributed: James Tytler (chemist) was the original 
author, and revisions were conducted by James Millar (physician), William Kirby (botanist and 
entomologist), David Brewster (natural philosopher), and a Dr. Muirhead of Glasgow. Robert Jameson was 
the leading geologist in Edinburgh at the time and could have written it anonymously.  
78 Thomas Burnet, The Sacred Theory of the Earth: Containing an Account of the Original of the Earth… 
(London, R. Norton, 1690); John Woodward, An essay toward a natural history of the earth: and 
terrestrial bodies, especially minerals: as also of the sea, rivers, and springs: With an account of the 
universal deluge: and of the effects that it had upon the earth (London: Ric. Wilkin, 1695); William 
Whiston, A New Theory of the Earth, etc., 2nd ed. (London: Benjamin Tooke, 1696); John Whitehurst, An 
Inquiry Into the Original State and Formation of the Earth… (London: J. Cooper, 1778); Georges Louis 
Leclerc comte de Buffon, Natural History, General and Particular…, 2nd ed., William Smellie, tr. (London: 
W. Strahan and T. Cadell, 1785); Abraham Gottlob Werner, Neue Theorie über Entstehung der 
Gänge (Freiberg, 1791); James Hutton, Theory of the Earth; with proofs and illustrations (Edinburgh: 
Creech, 1795); Ricahrd Kirwan, Geological Essays (London: T. Bensley, 1799). 
79 Enyclopaedia Britannica, “Geology,” 591. 
80 Enyclopaedia Britannica, “Geology,” 592 
81 Enyclopaedia Britannica, “Geology,” 593. 
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repeople the earth, and to give birth to a race of men slow in believing ill-imagined 

theories of the earth.”82 Chambers’s presentation in “Vindication” begins with a 

significantly more sarcastic, though in many ways reminiscent, attack on such theories 

before moving into his own cosmological speculations, indicating that he was probably 

making fun of himself all the while.  

 If there is a serious vein running through this fascinating piece, as there generally 

is in most satirical productions, we should interpret it in light of what else we know about 

Chambers’s attitudes and activities at this time. We might also look for what it shares 

with Chambers’s later work, especially with Vestiges; elements present in both pieces 

indicate a continuity of spirit and intention running from the first years of the 1820s till at 

least the final edition of Vestiges that Chambers supervised in 1860. “Vindication” does 

not actually present a ‘steady-state’ equilibrium, as Secord suggests, it presents a dynamic 

equilibrium, one in which the ‘Redress is in reserve’—and this is not wholly inconsistent 

with Vestiges, as I will demonstrate below.83 It also presents a holistic view of all 

creation—the problem Robert saw in the Whig and radical ‘whiners’ was not, as Secord 

suggests, that they demanded improvement, but that they did not see the whole as greater 

than the sum of its parts, and this is precisely at the heart of the Vestiges worldview. 

What “Vindication” really is rather than a Tory cosmology is a statement of optimism 

against pessimism, of hope and faith in a world designed and ruled by a good and caring 

Providence.  

 “Vindication” begins on a taunting note—creation stories were the ‘ne plus ultra’ 

of philosophy during the late seventeenth and throughout the eighteenth centuries, but 

now they are out of fashion—the world cares not for whatever theories foolish 

philosophers come up with to explain her. Mockingly taking sides with the common man 

of millennia past who never considered genuine explanation or reason or cause, 

Chambers wrote: 

                                                
82 Enyclopaedia Britannica, “Geology,” 593. 
83 Robert Chambers, “Vindication,” in Robert Chambers, Vestiges and Other Evolutionary Writings, ed. 
James A. Secord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 385; see the extended quote below.  
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Ever since that foolish absurdity, called Philosophy, set its nose into the good world, 
what havoc has it not committed in the common sense of mankind?… Some among them 
[i.e., philosophers], whom I would denominate THE WHINERS, have spent whole lives 
of poverty and idleness, in declaiming against the good old lady; calling her a sad world, 
a bad world, a deceitful world, and a world where it is impossible for a wise man or a 
genius to make his bread.84 
 

These initial ‘whiners’ were not Whig political supporters, but rather they were 

pessimists, ultra-idealists, and religious reactionaries who saw the cup of God’s world as 

half empty rather than as half full. Chambers did in this same paragraph compare such 

philosophers to ‘whigs and radicals’ who made catastrophic predictions about the empire 

in relation to the rising price of meal, but to take this political aside as his main point 

misses it, and it is quite explicitly their catastrophic predictions that he belies, not their 

view of improvement. He was insulting every type of alarmist and extremist (among 

whom the few Tories panicking over the radical uprisings of 1815-1820 would certainly 

have to be included) who did not trust in the wisdom of Providence to work it all out in 

the end.  

 Chambers continued that all who take “exceptions for rules” would have a 

distorted view, and that it was this narrow-mindedness, this inability to see the whole as 

more than one of its tiny parts, that caused people to misinterpret the world in such 

pessimistic ways:85 
If we compare the whole creations of Providence to a vast and intricate Machine, in 
which Wheels and Parts may represent Men and Societies, and in which, however 
delicately formed each separate proportion, there is such a laxity of fitness, that though a 
wheel or even a part be accidentally abstracted or worn out of use, it causes no detriment 
to the whole, which still works on its immense purposes, uninjured: if we could 

                                                
84 Chambers, “Vindication,” 200-201. We can infer this line was partially sarcastic through other things 
Chambers that said; for instance, as an older man looking back on his first exposure to astronomy, he 
remembered a sense of superiority over common men with common ideas even from early childhood: “In 
this way, before my fifth year was expired, before I had even gone to school, a contrast began to be 
established in my mind between the ideas of the common sort of people, consisting of traditional 
misapprehensions from the mere appearances of things, and the nobler conceptions of the instructed man, 
founded on investigation and matured by thought” (NLS Dep. 341/74, unnumbered page between 20 and 
21). What he is poking fun at through overstatement is the particular philosophies referenced above, with 
all system-building philosophy along for the ride—thereby including himself in his ridicule, which is quite 
typical of the tone in The Kaleidoscope.  
85 Chambers, “Vindication,” 201. 
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comprehend a general idea of this vast and interminable machine, we could then be only 
amazed at the intricate proportions yet perfect beauty of Providence.86 
 

In these lines, we see individual men and even entire societies subsumed in a ‘Machine’ 

that represents a greater system that goes on working regardless of their individual needs 

and roles. This again is not inconsistent with Vestiges, in which Chambers wrote:  
It may be that, while we are committed to take our chance in a natural system of 
undeviating operation, and are left with apparent ruthlessness to endure the consequences 
of every collision into which we knowingly or unknowingly come with each law of the 
system, there is a system of Mercy and Grace behind the screen of nature, which is to 
make up for all the casualties endured here, and the very largeness of which is what 
makes these casualties a matter of indifference to God. For the existence of such a 
system, the actual constitution of nature itself is an argument…. it is necessary to suppose 
that the present system is but a part of a whole, a stage in a Great Progress, and that the 
Redress is in reserve…. An endless monotony of human generations, with their humble 
thinkings and doings, seems an object beneath that august Being. But the mundane 
economy might be very well as a portion of some greater phenomenon, the rest of which 
was yet to be evolved.87 
 

What is different here is not so much qualitative as quantitative—the redress in reserve 

might yet be evolved, whereas in his earlier view we need only wait for the season to 

change (see next quote). In both cases, though, what one is offered is a relatively harsh 

and in some ways conservative answer to the problem of evil, but in neither is it without 

hope of something better to come. From “Vindication”:  

God is too great to be unjust. We may at some times experience the extreme of bliss and 
at others the extreme of misery; but if we were to balance the moments of the one against 
those of the other, we would find that in the aggregate our portions of each had been very 
equally distributed,–its seeming to be a prevailing maxim in the government of 
Providence, that every thing shall move and vary in its progress, ever changing and never 
the same. This theory is, moreover, beautifully illustrated by the variations of the duration 
of day and night over the face of the earth, every clime experiencing a different portion of 
each, every revolution of the globe, yet all agreeing in this respect, that, in the aggregate 
of a year, all have been equally blest.88 
 

The word ‘progress’ here is explicit, and what the author might have meant by this needs 

to be considered alongside his own life and activities at the time.  

                                                
86 Chambers, “Vindication,” 201-202. See next note.  
87 Robert Chambers, Vestiges and Other Evolutionary Writings, ed. James A. Secord (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1994), 384-385.  
88 Chambers, “Vindication,” 201-202.  
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 Chambers was in the process of a quite genuine improvement of his own, and he 

made friends with men, such as Denovan, who had similar prospects. While he did not 

see everyone as capable of ‘progress’ to the same degree as he saw himself, he did have 

reason in his own example to imagine a world of dynamic change in which men could 

better themselves—and this is the key. He considered it the individual’s personal 

responsibility to take advantage of the changing seasons, not the world’s or God’s to 

provide better opportunities. He wrote, “there is no possible situation into which men can 

be thrown, without its own capabilities of happiness, if we only make it our endeavour to 

enjoy it properly.”89 We should not discount the dual elements of responsibility and 

possibility in this statement, especially in light of Chambers’s own life having been 

‘thrown,’ through absolutely no fault of his own, into a very trying circumstance, and his 

efforts to better himself as soon as the opportunity arose when ‘not to have done so would 

have been disgraceful.’90 It was just this attitude of working within whatever constraints 

one has been dealt that is at the core of the self-help philosophy of George Combe’s 

phrenology, which was explicitly discussed in Vestiges.91 Regardless of how one’s own 

efforts to help oneself worked out, however, in the end the outcome was not in entirely 

one’s own hands, and Providence consisted of a greater plan. Echoing the concluding 

sentiments of “Vindication” are the final lines of the “Purpose and General Condition of 

the Animated Creation” in Vestiges: 
For let us but fully and truly consider what a system is here laid open to view, and we 
cannot well doubt that we are in the hands of One who is both able and willing to do us 
the most entire justice. And in this faith we may well rest at ease, even though life should 
have been to us but a protracted disease, or though every hope we had built on the secular 
materials within our reach were felt to be melting from our grasp. Thinking of all the 
contingencies of this world as to be in time melted into or lost in the greater system, to 
which the present is only subsidiary, let us wait the end with patience, and be of good 
cheer.92  
 

                                                
89 Chambers, “Vindication,” 202. 
90 NLS Dep. 341/29, 31. 
91 What this indicates is that phrenology, once Chambers discovered it, would reinforce his existing values 
and confirm his philosophical views rather than shaping this aspect of them directly.  
92 Chambers, Vestiges (1994), 386.  
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If anything, this latter is more fatalistic, but the point I hope to have demonstrated is that 

dynamic progress and change within constrained limits, that is at one and the same time 

Providential, balanced, and harmonious, continued to occupy Chambers’s attention in 

later years. The evolutionary theory that Chambers developed was not open-ended—it 

was teleological and preordained. But it was still optimistic—at least that is how he 

himself saw it. 

 The conclusion of “Vindication” says that by taking “wing on the pinions of 

Science” we can rise above prejudice and see the beauty of it all from an elevated height, 

outside the narrow vision of our daily lives. But science will never penetrate into the 

deepest mysteries of life:  
These subjects are equally above the absurd, the erratic theoretic insignificance of 
pretended Philosophers and the narrow short-sighted comprehension of humanity. God is 
too great, Providence too vast, and ‘the World’ too wholly beautiful—a subject for man 
to span, to understand, to see. He can only indefinitely wonder,—and silently praise.93  

 
The first chapter of Vestiges concludes along similar if less sarcastically tinged lines: 

We advance from law to the cause of law, and ask, What is that? Whence have come all 
these beautiful regulations? Here science leaves us, but only to conclude, from other 
grounds, that there is a First Cause to which all others are secondary and ministrative, a 
primitive almighty will, of which these laws are merely the mandates. That great Being, 
who shall say where is his dwelling-place, or what his history! Man pauses breathless at 
the contemplation of a subject so much above his finite faculties, and only can wonder 
and adore!’94 
 

Other than being a bit more optimistic about his own attempt to philosophize on such 

matters in Vestiges, and presenting a more organic and less mechanistic vision in the 

latter as well, “Vindication” was not fundamentally different in either philosophic or 

religious spirit from the later work.  

                                                
93 Chambers, “Vindication,” 203. 
94 Chambers, Vestiges (1994), 25-26. One could take this message in Vestiges to be pretense. To do so, 
however, requires a bit of contortion—to interpret what Chambers considered his most sublime creation, 
Vestiges, as disingenuous while simultaneously taking his admittedly mostly sarcastic earlier work as a 
serious indication of his views. I find it difficult to bend that way, so my approach has been to see what 
appears consistent in his declaredly honest and sober work and take those elements as the genuine vein in 
his sarcasm as well. 
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 Ever since his childhood experiences with the telescope and the Encyclopaedia, 

science had been for Chambers a key to understanding the sublime, a tool to get closer to 

an unreachable goal, and science had been always tinged with providential and religious 

meaning.95 He had felt a satisfied joy in knowledge about nature’s mysteries from his 

first exposure to them: “‘Bread and butter and the Encyclopaedia Britannica’ was 

declared by me, on one enthusiastic occasion, to be the sum of all that I desired in the 

world; and the expression was not soon forgot by my brothers and sisters.”96 The science 

presented in these volumes is infused with purpose and order. Chambers’s relationship 

with scientific knowledge was from the start a practically spiritual one—it was a window 

even in childhood onto a world of elevated connections, indicating clear design, and 

revealing the plan of Providence.   

 Chambers’s attitude at the tender age of nineteen toward change and equilibrium 

was more cyclical than his later more progressive presentation. His rise in life had barely 

begun, but his own financial vicissitudes, from relative comfort to painful poverty to 

acceptable comfort again, appeared almost circular in 1822. He had no way of knowing 

that his and his brother’s wealth and influence would soon surpass their father’s at his 

apex. Their city, too, would go through dramatic and progressive changes during the two 

decades between The Kaleidoscope and Vestiges. But Chambers’s views concerning 

cyclical change may have had other sources besides his personal circumstances. During 

his final years in school at Mackay’s Academy, Robert studied Ovid’s Metamorphoses. 

As deeply as the lessons from the Encyclopaedia penetrated his young mind, Pythagoras 

also took root. The Latin books Robert studied at this pivotal age were uniquely his, since 

his brother had no real talent for the subject and no extended education; Robert’s deep 

study during his last year of school of some of the great classics perhaps helped set him 

apart from the rest of the family.  Chambers reported that Metamorphoses had a 

particularly powerful impact on him:  
If I am not mistaken, my first inspiration [to write verses] was derived from an 

                                                
95 Secord, Introduction, xxi. 
96 NLS Dep. 341/29, 9.  
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enthusiasm which I conceived in favour of the doctrines of the metempsychosis, as 
detailed in Ovid. The humane part of the argument of Pythagoras made so deep an 
impression upon me, that for nearly a twelvemonth after reading them, I resolutely 
abstained from every kind of animal food which had been obtained by the sacrifice of a 
life…. Nor could either the ridicule or the arguments of those who were informed of my 
principles, in the least shake them, till at length they gave way of their own accord before 
some other access of boyish conceit.97 
 

While Chambers acknowledged the impact of the transmigration of souls and the related 

admonition to embrace vegetarianism, he did not mention some of the other ideas 

presented by Ovid, which would have received some reinforcement from Robert’s 

personal circumstances. Book XV of Metamorphoses includes the Pythagorean doctrine 

of ‘Eternal Flux’: “I say there is nothing in the whole universe that persists. Everything 

flows, and is formed as a fleeting image…. You see the nights’ traverses tend towards 

day, and brilliant light follow the dark of night.”98 Ovid also reported that Pythagoras 

analogized the four seasons of the year to the Four Ages of Man, seeing in the growth and 

decline of the human body a parallel to the revolving changes of the climate. He taught 

that the elements: 
are all derived from one another, and resolve into one another…. Nothing keeps its own 
form, and Nature, the renewer of things, refreshes one shape from another. Believe me, 
nothing dies in the universe as a whole, but it varies and changes its aspect, and what we 
call ‘being born’ is a beginning to be, of something other, than what was before, and 
‘dying’ is, likewise, ending a former state. Though, ‘that’ perhaps is transferred here, and 
‘this’, there, the total sum is constant.99 
 

And the earth too, from its geological composition to the landforms they create, from the 

level of the ocean to the carving of valleys by rivers, from the birth and death of 

volcanoes and springs, is analogous to the changes of history and the birth and death of 

technological ages and civilizations. Finally, according to Ovid, Pythagoras also taught 

spontaneous generation: 
do you not see that whenever corpses putrefy, due to time or melting heat, they generate 
tiny creatures? Bury the carcases of sacrificed bulls (it is a known experiment) in the 

                                                
97 NLS Dep. 341/29, 13. 
98 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book XV, 176-198, accessed April 29, 2015, 
http://www.auburn.edu/~downejm/Ovid/Metamorph15.htm. 
99 Ovid, Book XV, 237-258. 
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ditch where you have thrown them, and flower-sipping bees, will be born, here and there, 
from the putrid entrails…. A war-horse dug into the earth is the source of hornets: If you 
remove the hollow claws of land-crabs, and put the rest under the soil, a scorpion, with its 
curved and threatening tail, will emerge from the parts interred: and the caterpillars that 
are accustomed to weave white cocoons, on uncultivated leaves (a thing observed by 
farmers) change to butterfly’s form, symbol of the soul.100 
 

Ovid reported that Pythagoras taught that bears give form to their cubs through licking 

them, and implies that none of this is more amazing than the fact that all birds are born 

from eggs. These ideas must have made a deep impression on the young Chambers, 

coming as they did at such an important time as the boy became a man, and in his last 

years of formal education, and would have likely remained in the back of his mind as he 

continued to expand his knowledge of the natural world.101 While the cyclical elements 

explicitly offered by Ovid are more prominent in Chambers’s earlier work, with a little 

help from a life of increasing plenty and the liberal progress of Edinburgh society, there 

are also auspices in Metamorphoses of transmutation, epigenesis, and the analogy of 

progress and organic growth. These ideas were no doubt planted in these early years, but 

they combined with many other elements before they bore evolutionary fruit.  

 

History: Personal, Local, National, and Natural 

The Kaleidoscope did not become a big seller; rather, it would be history that would 

provide the avenue that would lead Robert to the success he had foreseen as his future 

destiny. Just after he ceased the periodical, Chambers had his first brush with fame and 

began the work that would finally get him noticed by some of the important men in his 

adopted city. Sir Walter Scott’s publisher, Archibald Constable, somehow saw a sheet of 

Robert’s calligraphic transcriptions of some of Scott’s poems, and suggested that the 

young bookseller write up a volume of these to present to Scott. Once Chambers 

                                                
100 Ovid, Book XV, 361-390. 
101 In Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844), 183, 
Chambers cites an Encyclopaedia Britannica, 7th ed. article on “Zoophytes” that explicitly rejects the 
similarity of modern spontaneous generation theory to Ovid: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 7th ed., s.v. 
“Zoophytes” (Edinburgh: Adam Black, 1842). This would not preclude Ovid’s doctrine influencing 
Chambers’s overall mindset at this earlier time.  



 116 

accomplished the task, he sent it to Constable, who bound it and gave it to Scott. 

Constable also sent Robert a letter of introduction so that he could present himself in 

person to the anonymous “author of Waverley.” In February 1822, Robert made his way 

to Castle Street: 
He received me, as he received every one who approached him, with a homely kindness 
of manner, which at once placed me at my ease; and having had the volume in his 
possession for some hours, he was able to express his surprise, and also that of his wife–
for so he designated Lady Scott at the extreme neatness and minuteness of the writing. He 
said he would place the book in his library at Abbotsford, and he was sure it would be 
considered as not the least curious of the many curiosities there deposited. He then made 
inquiries respecting my occupations, and having been informed that I dealt partly in old 
books, requested that I would let him know when I happened to possess any of particular 
rarity or value. After some further conversation, I took my leave astonished at the gentle 
and easy manner of a man whom I had been accustomed to regard as of a superior order 
of beings, and delighted with the reflection that I would ever have it to say, perhaps many 
years after he should be dead and gone, that I had seen and talked to him.102 
 

 

Image Courtesy of the Faculty of Advocates Abbotsford Collection Trust 
                                                
102 NLS Dep. 341/29, 32-33. This volume remains in the Abbotsford Library collections to this day. It is 
titled Songs in the Lady of the Lake, and is beautifully bound in green cloth, impressed with gold leaf 
filigree around the edges, and decorated on the spine with five gold harps and the words “M.S. Songs.” The 
page edges are also trimmed in gold leaf. The dedication reads: “To Sir Walter Scott, Bart. of Abbotsford 
These specimens of minute penmanship are respectfully presented by an Admirer of his Genius.” There is a 
letter handwritten in the normal handwriting of Robert bound into the back of the book, along with a note 
from Archibald Constable: “This letter is preserved as a specimen of the ordinary composition of its 
ingenious writer. –he is author of a history of Daniel Ritchie (the Black Dwarf)—The Songs from the Lady 
of the Lake exhibit a specimen of laborious and unrivalled penmanship—A.C.”  
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 Scott was so impressed with the calligraphic work that he hired Chambers to print 

out his Presidential address to the Royal Society, which he was to deliver when King 

George IV attended. Chambers was also given the job of transcribing the addresses from 

the Wernerian Society, the Caledonian Horticultural Society, and the Medical Society. 

Robert remembered, “To crown all, I was apprised that the King, at a private inspection 

of the addresses in Dalkeith Palace, was pleased to remark the curious neatness of hand 

with which mine were written.”103 Chambers was then asked to compile a transcribed 

volume of the best poetry that had been written in honor of the king’s visit. Despite this 

praise and honor, and the £18 he earned for the tasks (with another £20 due him for the 

volume of poems), Chambers maintained that he felt a sense of shame in this business—

“because I hated to be thought only a cunning workman in the art of writing, when I was 

in reality ambitious of the moral honours of the pen.”104  

 Regardless of his feelings about the nature of the work, this sudden financial boon 

allowed Chambers to move his shop to the edge of New Town, at 4 India Place, at a rent 

of £20 per year, in December of 1822.105 He had recently published his Illustrations of 

the author of Waverley, or notices of real characters, scenes, and incidents supposed to 

be described in his works. It was Chambers’s intimate knowledge of the Border towns 

and their characters, resulting from his upbringing in Peebles, that allowed him to 

identify the ‘proto-types’ for many of Scott’s characters.106 As the Chambers brothers 

were experimenting with their own publishing ventures, their mother was working at the 

White Horse Inn, a pub in the rather seedy southern edge of the city at the Canongate, 

with their father’s (and later brother’s) name on the title in the postal books as a “vintner” 

beginning in 1821.107 By the time Robert moved his business, his mother was the 

                                                
103 NLS Dep. 341/29, 34; also see NLS MSS 670/140-141—8 Nov. 1822—A little note asking if he can 
visit Constable with some examples of his penmanship he would like to get his opinion on. 
104 NLS Dep. 341/29, 34. 
105 NLS Dep. 341/29, 34. For the address, see the Edinburgh Postal Directory for 1823-24.  
106 NLS Dep. 341/29, 33.  
107 A note on the back of an undated letter written by Robert says his “father died suddenly on November 
last, and that my mother continues to carry on business in the White Horse Inn, under my brother’s name” 
(NLS MSS 670/144).   
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proprietor at the inn, and Robert moved in as well, about one and a half miles from his 

shop. Despite what he hoped would be a better location for sales, business was not good, 

and Robert felt forced to solicit payment from Scott for the volume of poems he had 

written out at his request; this created a misunderstanding and some hurt feelings because 

Scott had apparently forgot about the bargain, though the payment was given, saving the 

young entrepreneur from possible ruin.108  

 In July of that year, with a shop on the outskirts of the upwardly mobile New 

Town and a residence at the historic and dilapidated inn in Old Town, Robert began to 

study his adopted city with increased scrutiny. He started to collect the anecdotes and 

stories that he would use to produce Traditions of Edinburgh, in two volumes, which 

were first printed by his brother in 1824, then by the radical-leaning Taits in 1825, and 

revised and released two more times throughout the century.109 These little volumes not 

only reconciled him with Walter Scott, but also gave great impetus to his career as a local 

and national historian. His brother remembered Robert’s passion as he embraced 

Edinburgh local history even before he began the work on the book: 
Ever since his arrival in Edinburgh, and without suggestion from any one, he had taken 
delight in exploring, at fitting times, what was ancient and historically interesting in the 
Old Town, which, for tastes of this kind, presents a peculiarly comprehensive field of 
inquiry…. To this huge antiquarian preserve, as it might be called, with its varied 
legends, my brother immediately attached himself with the fervor of a first love, for so 
enduring was it as materially to tinge the rest of his existence.110 
 

What had been a foreign place, full of strangers, Chambers worked to make his most 

intimate friend. He looked into her nooks and crannies, exposed her darkest secrets, and 

revealed her most sordid tales while simultaneously celebrating her heroes and her 

monuments. Traditions begins with a lament about the degradation of Old Town—but 

one that is tinged with the dual spirit that pervaded the city: 
The contemplation of this change is at once melancholy and gratifying,—melancholy, if 
we look upon the mansions of Nobility left to the possession of mechanics, and 
gratifying, if we consider the prosperity of our country, which has produced, or, at least, 

                                                
108 NLS Dep. 341/29, 34-36. 
109  Robert Chambers, Traditions of Edinburgh, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: W. & C. Tait, 1825). 
110 Chambers, Memoir, 1872, 111.  
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accompanied the change. The chief cause is well known to have been the rise of a New 
City, which, by the superiority of its appearance and accommodations, has attracted the 
best of the inhabitants, and risen, as it were, upon the ruins of the Old.111  
 

This progressive, evolutionary view of Edinburgh foreshadows his future work. But in 

the meantime, the senses of melancholy and gratification from the changes in Edinburgh 

were dwarfed by Chambers’s opposing passions wrought from the joy at his newfound 

fame and hope for the future and the tragic life and death of his father: 
The success, however humble of this little work was the first ray of prosperity that had 
fallen upon our unfortunate family for twelve years…. my little work appeared like a 
sunburst in the morning of a winter day. My father read it…and whenever any one spoke 
of it, more especially if with praise, tears rolled profusely down his cheeks…it seemed to 
hold out a promise that the comfort and honour forfeited by our family so many years 
before, would not only be restored, but that a lustre of a higher kind might yet be shed 
upon it. To him, however, the promise came all too late. There are some griefs which bite 
so deeply into the heart, and wear away so many of the fibres of life, that no consolation 
even of a more immediate kind than this, can reverse their effect…. A bilious temper was 
pressing sore upon his health, and it seemed a dubious question whether the prison or the 
grave should first obtain possession of his person, when I accompanied my mother and 
some other members of the family, to visit him in a lowly lodging, a little way out of 
town, where he had taken refuge from both of these impending calamities. When he saw 
me, he took me by the hand, and burst into tears. I can suggest no other explanation of 
this sensibility than that, anticipating the possibility of my gaining some distinction in the 
world, and feeling his own end approaching, he wept to think he should never witness a 
triumph in which he was so much interested—never enjoy what would have gone so far 
to compensate his own reverses.112 
 

James Chambers died just one week later, in November 1824, by his son’s estimation, 

“the victim of a broken heart.”113  

 Traditions sold over one thousand copies and netted Robert over £150, but it did 

not establish his reputation by itself. It was quickly followed by a travel guide entitled 

Walks in Edinburgh in 1825, Popular Rhymes of Scotland in 1826, and Picture of 

Scotland in two volumes, put out by the Taits in 1827 (three editions by 1830, a fourth 

                                                
111 Chambers, Traditions, Vol. 1, 1-2.  
112 NLS Dep. 341/29, 37-38. The reference to a threat of prison was related to debts owed by James 
Chambers due to a lawsuit he initiated to secure an old family property—debts that Robert and William had 
to pay off after he died: see Chambers, Memoir, 1872, 202-208.  
113 NLS Dep. 341/29, 39.  



 120 

cheap one in 1840).114 Multiple volumes on rebellions in Scotland covering the years 

1638-1746 followed for Constable’s Miscellany, including the popular History of the 

Rebellion in Scotland in 1745 and ’46.115 Soon followed The Scottish Songs and The 

Scottish Ballads in 1829, The Life of King James the First and Picture of Stirling in 1830, 

and Scottish Jests and Anecdotes in 1832, and also, joint with his brother William in 

1833, The Gazetteer of Scotland.116 These works represent many of the themes of the 

Romantic literary genre in Scotland—Jacobite and early-modern history, celebrating the 

land and its heroes, and collecting traditional vernacular literature.117 Chambers’s next 

major projects were biographies of Scott and Burns, two of Scotland’s Romantic heroes, 

and he was an aficionado of the work of James Hogg as well. Chambers also loved the 

earlier sentimental and picaresque writers, James Macpherson and Tobias Smollet. In 

addition, Chambers was a passionate patron of the Scottish theater during this period and 

throughout his life.118 

 Robert Chambers was now a name that some people knew and recognized—

especially people with an interest in the local and particular culture and facts concerning 

Scotland and her capital. His emerging career was a reflection of the synthesis of old and 

new that was the city—as he revived the ancient traditions and history of his homeland 

and the Old Town of Edinburgh, his success allowed him to move his business to a fine 

address in the heart of New Town, at 48 Hanover, in 1827. He operated a circulating 
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Hunter, 1826); Robert Chambers, The Picture of Scotland (Edinburgh: William Tait, 1827). 
115  Robert Chambers, History of the Rebellion in Scotland in 1745 and ’46, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Constable 
& Co., 1827); Robert Chambers, History of the rebellions in Scotland : under the Marquis of Montrose, 
and others, from 1638 till 1660 (Edinburgh: Constable & Co., 1828); Robert Chambers, History of the 
rebellions in Scotland, under the Viscount of Dundee, and the Earl of Mar, in 1689 and 1715 (Edinburgh: 
Constable & Co., 1829); and Robert Chambers, History of the rebellions in Scotland under Montrose, 
Dundee, Mar, and Prince Charles Stuart, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Constable & Co., 1829). 
116  William and Robert Chambers, Gazetteer of Scotland (Edinburgh: T. Ireland, 1833). 
117 For more on Scottish Romantic literature, see the chapter here: “Romanticism in Scottish Literature and 
in Vestiges.” 
118 In 1859, he published an antiquarian sketch of the Edinburgh Theatre Royal to preserve it in print 
before its destruction: Robert Chambers, Sketch of the History of the Edinburgh Theatre-Royal (Edinburgh: 
Wood and Co., 1859). 
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library along with his bookshop and writing activities, and allowed his younger brother, 

James, who had been a partner at India Place, to retain that shop as his own. His mother 

had a few years earlier taken a hotel in the New Town as well, on St. Andrews Sq., and 

William had a shop where he worked as a printer, stationer, and writer just down the road 

at 23 Broughton St.119 The brothers still worked within a half mile of one another, with 

their mother right in the middle between them.  

 Among Chambers’s friends at this stage, along with his cordial relationship with 

Scott and others outside his immediate social circle, were the singer John Wilson, the 

ballad collector George Thomson, and the novelist and poet James Hogg.120 Hogg was 

the author of the gothic and Romantic novel, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a 

Justified Sinner, as well as numerous Scottish poems and ballads, the most famous of 

which was “Queen’s Wake.”121 Chambers had a copy of Hogg’s Confessions in his 

circulating library in 1829, so he almost certainly read it.122 Chambers probably met 

Hogg while working on his Traditions of Edinburgh.123  

 Chambers’s view of Edinburgh at this early stage in his life helped shape his later 

work. Chambers saw the capital as a place of deep contrasts, combining its still living 

                                                
119 See Edinburgh Postal Directories for 1827-28.  
120 Chambers quoted Hogg in a letter to his wife before they were married, Feb 1829: see Norman 
manuscripts. William references their friendship in Chambers, Memoir (1872), 227, and reprints the 
Journal article, “The Candlemaker Row Festival,” which appears in Chambers Pocket Miscellany, Vol. 
XIV (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1853), 160-168.  
121 James Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner: Written by Himself: With a 
detail of curious traditionary facts and other evidence by the editor (London: Longman, et al, 1824). For 
the history of their relationship, see Gillian Hughes, ed., The Collected Letters of James Hogg, Vol. 3, 
1832-1835 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 315-316; also see Letter to William Brown 
from James Hogg, 1 May 1826 in Gillian Hughes, ed., The Collected Letters of James Hogg, Vol. 2, 1820-
1831 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 246; Hogg refers to Chambers as ‘Bobby Chambers’ 
in a letter to William Blackwood dated 9 March 1831: Hughes, ed., Collected Letters, Vol. 2 (2006), 427; 
Hogg published several pieces in the Journal in 1833 (see Hughes, ed., Collected Letters, Vol. 3 (2008), 
220-221; and the last letter from him to Chambers in 1835 implies a private disagreement (see Hughes, ed., 
Collected Letters, Vol. 3 (2008), 290); Chambers was also friends with Hogg’s nephew, Robert Hogg, who 
was very close with his uncle and worked sometimes for Lockhart. Robert Hogg was closer to Chambers’s 
age, but he died in 1834 from tuberculosis (see note “Robert has been very ill” (Hughes, ed., Collected 
Letters, Vol. 2 (2006), 416). 
122 “Catalogue of Robert Chambers’ Circulating Library (Edinburgh, 1829)”; see NLS L. C. 3344.15. 
123 Hughes, ed., Collected Letters, Vol. 3 (2008), 315-316. 
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history with a future promise of continuing progress, all of which were part of both the 

manmade and natural environments: 
Two continuous bridges, extending from north to south across these hollow plains, 
connect all three districts of the town, being respectively termed the NORTH and 
SOUTH BRIDGES; by which means another division of the town arises,—namely that of 
high and low,—altogether suggesting the grotesque but quite descriptive idea of a city 
two storeys in height, having a street-door for good company, and a sunk-area devoted 
exclusively to menial uses.124  
 

The bridges connect Old Town and New Town, and Chambers explicitly articulated two 

of the main dichotomies of Edinburgh—the twin ideas of planned progress and ancient 

tradition, and the high and low geographically representing the elite and the 

downtrodden, the professional and the worker, the master and the servant. Chambers 

literally walked between these worlds every day, living in the ‘low’ part of the city with 

his mother and siblings while working in the ‘high’ part. Social stratification as well as 

history and future promise were built in brick and stone on a foundation of bedrock, and 

in the paths that sewage traveled through the city’s gutters. Old Town was organic, like a 

natural outgrowth extending from Castle Rock, its two hundred and sixty closes like so 

many capillaries reaching into the deepest recesses of the city, and it possessed “a 

sublime pre-eminence over the more modern parts of the city.”125 But New Town was 

planned, was designed, and was organized: “so large and so regular an assemblage of 

tasteful structures, unmingled with the disgust of meaner buildings, cannot anywhere be 

found.”126  

 In Old Town one then found the former houses of the rich and the noble, 

including Holyrood Palace itself, now occupied by the poorest and meanest peoples. 

Chambers noted many architectural embellishments in the houses near Castlehill that 

hardly seemed fitting for the current inhabitants, commenting that “the contrast which he 

                                                
124 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 4.  
125 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 6. Later he relates how one tourist compared the Old Town to “a long 
leviathan-like monster, of which the head is raised, and the tail depress,—while numerous spires, and 
striking irregularities, bristle along the back, ‘Like quills upon the fretful porcupine.’” He cites ‘Topham’ 
here but that is all the information he offers (Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 17). 
126 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 7.  
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may form in his mind between the past and the present inhabitants of this once palatial 

abode, will scarcely fail to excite in him the most serious reflections upon the mutability 

of all glory or greatness connected with mortal affairs.”127 Here we can see Chambers’s 

mind contrasting the overall greater progress of the whole of the city with this one small 

decline of the part—like the damaged cog in the machine of “Vindication,” and the 

occasional evil that results from the immutable laws in Vestiges, which are there for the 

overall good rather than for the good of each individual and every circumstance. 

 It was nature, though, that provided the foundation that ensured the true grandeur 

of Edinburgh, and this contrast too was spelled out in Chambers’s earliest understanding 

of the city. He appreciated the ‘eloquent’ lines from Lockhart’s Peter’s Letters to His 

Kinfolk enough to quote them at length: 

‘here is all the sublimity of situation and scenery, mountains near and far off, rocks and 
glens, and the sea itself, almost within hearing of its waves. Every where, all around, you 
have rocks frowning over rocks in imperial elevation, and descending, among the smoke 
and dust of a city, into dark depths, such as Nature alone can excavate. Here the proudest 
palaces must be content to catch the shadows of mountains, and the grandest of fortresses 
to appear like the dwellings of pigmies perched on the bulwarks of creation.’128  

 
As Chambers recognized, “It is this singular combination of the grandeur of nature and 

art that distinguishes Edinburgh from all other cities whatsoever.”129  The striking visual 

setting of the city, which he could not help but speculate upon as he wandered her streets 

and wynds in search of her antiquities, along with the topographical studies he would 

later make of the Borders, the Highlands, and the links at St. Andrews, were deeply 

significant factors in Chambers’s later interest in the natural history of his world. From 

Arthur’s Seat, Chambers wrote in 1825, one could see twelve counties and all the 

different environments in the area, but by traveling down in the valley between it and the 

Crags, it was as if you were miles from civilization (and it remains so to this day). 

Chambers appreciated Edinburgh for these natural features. Of Queen Street Gardens, he 

wrote: 

                                                
127 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 71. 
128 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 7; note in this book says “Peter's Letters to his Kinsfolk, i, 8.” 
129 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 8. 
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So large a space allotted to pleasure-grounds is certainly unusual in populous cities, and 
cannot fail to impress strangers with an high opinion of the very peculiar general 
character of Edinburgh. In this singular city,—instead of what is common in all others, a 
dense unvaried assemblage of mere streets,—we have, upon the one hand, projected into 
the midst of the travelled and crowded ways of men, mountainous places, never yet 
touched by human foot,—and, upon the other, we see, as it were, brought up to the very 
doors of artificial existence, refreshing and unfailing supplies of the primitive 
commodities of nature.130  
 

Of Stockbridge, the neighborhood in or near which Chambers lived or worked when in 

Edinburgh from the 1830s forward, he waxed nostalgic:  

The glen here formed by the Water of Leith was, till lately, a beautiful and sequestered 
natural scene; but its echoes, which formerly answered only to the melody of birds and 
the fall of the waters, are now disturbed by the rude sound of the mechanic's hammer, and 
almost destroyed outright by the alterations in the character of the ground. The old citizen 
of Edinburgh, on visiting this scene, cannot fail to be reminded of the affecting complaint 
of Logan,— 
 ‘The cruel plough has razed the green, 
  Where, when a child, I played: 
 The axe hath felled the hawthorn screen, 
  The schoolboy's summer shade.’131  
 

This was a verse that Scott also borrowed for similar effect, and, along with many of the 

other quotes offered here, it represents a romanticization of the scenery, the land, and the 

past that was very typical of writing about Edinburgh and Scotland and would remain in 

Chambers’s work his entire lifetime.132  

 Chambers not only explored the history, architecture, and mythology of his own 

adopted Edina, but also next took on the entire Lowlands, at the request of the Taits, for a 

guidebook to Scotland. This historical undertaking turned into a topological journey on 

foot the following year, for which Chambers for the first time got a pair of shoes that 

accommodated his remaining toe stump: 
Before proceeding far in this study, I found that it would be impossible to describe the 
country with accuracy or animation from the reports of others, many of which were 
rendered incorrect by recent improvements; and, though no such pains was [sic] 
calculated upon in my bargain with the publishers, I resolved to acquaint myself 

                                                
130 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 202-203. 
131 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 206.  
132 Sir Walter Scott, Provincial Antiquities and Picturesque Scenery of Scotland (London: J. and A. Arch, 
1826), 109.  
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personally with my native land by a complete survey on foot. Having for this purpose 
taken extraordinary pains to obtain a pair of easy shoes—which I never formerly had—I 
began my peregrinations in March, and during the ensuing season was fully five months 
absent, in which time I travelled upwards of two thousand miles, mostly on foot, and 
spent more than half of the sum which I was to receive for my book…. consoling myself 
for every hardship by reflecting that the familiarity I was acquiring with the surface of 
my native country, and the manners of its inhabitants, would perhaps prove of service to 
me in subsequent literary undertakings.133  
 

This was just the first of many such journeys that Chambers would travel in search of the 

anecdotes and facts about Burns’s life, the tracings of glaciers on the rocks, and evidence 

for the existence of raised beaches, to name just a few of his many quests. When he was 

on a historical excursion, he noted the natural features, and when he was on a geological 

expedition, he took time to sketch the antiquarian sites along the way. Throughout 

Chambers’s life, the history of man and the history of nature were complementary, like 

they were in Edinburgh itself.  

 Chambers’s minor fame and business success preceded his fortuitous meeting 

with Anne Kirkwood, who would become his partner in life and music, the mother of his 

fourteen children, and his amanuensis for the Vestiges manuscript. Robert had entered 

into his first romantic entanglement, with a Miss Cross, in the early 1820s, but the affair 

had ended badly and the two had stopped speaking.134 Robert and Anne had no such 

difficulties. They courted for several months in the most passionate (pre)-Victorian 

mode—mostly through letters and stolen occasional meetings at church or his shop—and 

they were married on December 7, 1829 in a Church of Scotland ceremony. Anne 

delivered their first child, a daughter, Jane Gibson, on November 6th of the following 
                                                
133  NLS Dep. 341/29, 41.  
134 Letters to Miss Cross and her family, available in NLS Dep. 341/29. One of interest reveals that despite 
a footnote in Vestiges saying Chambers was unaware of the similarity between the doctrine of the Platonic 
forms and some of his own ideas, he was certainly aware of Platonic forms generally; he referenced the 
concept in addressing the Cross family (see Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 204n). In the first of these letters, 
addressed to all the girls in the family, which references the size of his heart and how it is no larger than 
any other man’s, he said he wanted to consider all seven of the girls in the family along with the cat as his 
sweethearts, so that when he was jilted a half dozen times a week, he could still ‘keep it up,’ as they say. 
“This is what I may call a Seraglio of the heart; and so I can enjoy all the pleasures of a Turkish Mushaw 
[Maharajah?Mahomet?] in idea, which is after all a thousand times better than the gross reality. I am a 
perfect Platonist” (NLS Dep. 341/29, 3-4). The letters turn very angry toward the end of the period, but 
Chambers did help Miss Cross financially later in life.  
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year. Their marriage was by all accounts a very congenial and satisfying match. One of 

Chambers’s daughters characterized their relationship: “Through the advent of my 

mother, art was now united to literature and science, thus forming a delightful trinity, and 

doing not a little to draw all the birds of these various feather together around the home 

of my childhood.”135 Anne played the harp and sang old Scottish tunes, while Robert 

played the piano or his father’s flute, and the home they made together was often filled 

with dancing, laughter, play-acting, and, as the children got old enough, philosophical 

lectures to both girls and boys.136 By the time Vestiges was published, Robert and Anne 

had nine living children, and two more girls would be born in the coming years. One of 

their early twins died the day after her birth in 1833, and a son born during the writing of 

Vestiges died at just three weeks of age, in 1842.137 But the hardest loss for the family 

was little Margaret—Maggie they called her—who passed on at two and a half years 

from scarlet fever. The rest of their children lived to adulthood, and Robert, Jr., the first 

son, would inherit the family business.138  

 That business, W. & R. Chambers, was of crucial significance to the middle-class 

Victorian reading public and a mainstay of Edinburgh publishing for over one hundred 

and fifty years.139 In 1832, William started Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal (originally 

                                                
135 Eliza Chambers Priestley, The Story of a Lifetime (London: K. Paul, Trench, Trübner, & Co., Ltd., 
1908), 47. 
136 Priestley, The Story of a Lifetime. 
137 I thank Sondra Cooney for her intelligence on these births and deaths—she has examined the Chambers 
family Bible in which these events are recorded.  
138 None of William and his wife’s three babies survived for even a day: see Sondra Miley Cooney, 
“Chambers, William (1800–1883),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004). Robert Secundus took over officially only after William died in 1883—and then only for a 
few short years, because he died young, in his 50s in 1888, and his son took over the firm after him.  
139 Several sources for the publishing firm exist. Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social 
History of the Mass Reading Public 1800-1900 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957) was one of 
the first to set the firm in context; Sondra Miley Cooney, “Publishers for the People: W & R Chambers—
The Early Years, 1832-1850,” Ph.D. dissertation (Ohio State University, 1970) is a wonderful dissertation 
that addresses the details of the firm’s development to 1850; Lowell T. Frye, “W. and R. Chambers,” 
British Literary Publishing Houses, 1820-1880, ed. Patricia Anderson and Jonathan Rose, Dictionary of 
Literary Biography Vol. 106 (Detroit: Gale Research, 1991), provides a concise overview through the 
twentieth century; and, most recently, Aileen Fyfe’s Steam-Powered Knowledge: William Chambers and 
the Business of Publishing, 1820-1860 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,  2012). See also Scott 
Bennett, “Revolutions in Thought: Serial Publication and the Mass Market for Reading,” in The Victorian 
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Chambers’), a weekly periodical with wholesome content that only cost three halfpence, 

a publication that actually predated the more famous Penny Magazine by a couple of 

months. Though Robert was skeptical at first, only contributing material, he joined his 

brother as joint editor and primary writer at some point during the early months of its 

circulation, shortly after his first son and second child was born.140 The Journal 

circulated between 50,000-70,000 copies weekly between the end of the first year and the 

time of Vestiges. The brothers purchased a steam press in 1833 and installed it in a Rose 

St. building that had formerly been a farrier shop, which nevertheless caused the 

neighbors some consternation.141 Their business address was for the first nine years at 19 

Waterloo Pl., where they housed the office until occupying their final location right next 

to the City Chambers, across the High St. from St. Giles, in 1841 (the press shop having 

moved  there three years before).  

 It was out of this background of his own success in business and as an author of 

local and national history, as a student of Scottish men and their ideals, and as a writer of 

essays designed to elevate the minds of ordinary people, that Chambers renewed his 
                                                                                                                                            
Periodical Press: Samplings and Soundings, eds. Joanne Shattock and Michael Wolff (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1982), 225-257. For an early source, see Henry Curwen, A History of Booksellers: The 
Old and the New (London: Chatto & Windus, 1873).  
140 Several sources (Frye, “W. and R. Chambers,” Cooney, “Chambers, William (1800–1883),” and 
Secord, Introduction, xx), list the fourteenth number, but Robert’s name is listed with William’s as director 
as of the ninth in some collected volumes, probably printed later. The original agreement dividing up the 
early profits between the two brothers, dated 1832, is available at NLS Acc 13178-File 7 E 20.  
141 From NLS Dep. 341/65: An “Act and Warrant” was adjudicated for the Mssrs. Chambers in 1833 
concerning their petition to put in a steam engine and do various other improvements to their Rose Street 
building. On the 21st day of February last, the court granted warrant for serving the petition, and objections 
were made by the owners of the property on behalf of the tenants because of the noise, smoke, and nuisance 
that it would make. In defense, the brothers claimed the building had previously been a Smith and Farrier, 
and belched smoke all day. The steam engine certainly would not cause any worse nuisance, so they had 
not given any details on smoke removal, etc. They had purchased a 1 1/2 horsepower engine with a 90-
pound boiler, but only planned to work it at 20 pounds, even though it had been tested at 60. They testified 
that the smoke would go up the existing chimney and the steam would drain out a waste pipe underground 
to the existing sewer. “There will be no danger, no noise and no obnoxious smell from it nor any smoke 
greater than is produced from the kitchen fires of many of the large Hotels in Edinburgh.” They offered to 
use coke so no smoke at all would be produced, and they pointed out there was a coffee roasting steam 
engine already in St. Andrews Square and the fashionable neighbors there did not consider it a nuisance. So 
the court agent conducted a site visit and granted the warrant with various qualifications, including extra 
insurance if required, the payment of 2 lb 10 shillings of the plaintiff’s legal expenses, only coke or gas 
cinders for fuel, and the construction of a pipe for steam venting. On 16 March the final warrant was signed 
and in effect, and steam printing could at last begin.   
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interest in ‘the more entertaining parts of science’ around the time of Queen Victoria’s 

coronation. His deep study of the history of his own local environment became 

interrelated in a study of the deep past of the land where human history had unfolded, the 

world where that land had formed, the star system that world was a part of—even the 

history of the entire universe. As he walked over thousands of miles of Scotland’s 

countryside exploring her stories, he wondered about her geographical forms and the 

natural processes that had shaped her. He looked up at night at the stars and remembered 

the Encyclopaedia he had loved as a boy, and how he had learned there that each of those 

stars had a system of worlds of its own—did they have histories too? At the turn of the 

nineteenth century, ‘natural history’ held merely a descriptive rather than a temporal or 

causal connotation, but when the study entered into Chambers’s mind, which was steeped 

in the romantic legends of his country, and surrounded by the architectural and geological 

testaments of auld lang syne, natural history became naturally historical in nature.  

 As he grew wealthier and opened his mind to broader possibilities, Chambers 

watched his city do the same. Edinburgh was the home to novelists, poets, philosophers, 

and scientists throughout the nineteenth century just as it had been during the 

Enlightenment. While often seen as in intellectual decline by the 1820s and 1830s, 

Edinburgh was actually still nurturing some of the most influential men of the day; their 

ideas were foundational in shaping many of those who are much better known now, but 

the importance of the Scottish context has often been forgotten or dismissed. The city 

itself as a character in this drama has been reduced to just another place name. But 

Edinburgh was not just any other British city; it was the capital of an ancient kingdom—

unique, powerful, and pervasive in the hearts of those who experienced and appreciated 

it. Robert Louis Stevenson epitomized its character perhaps more than any other writer of 

the century:  
[T]he feeling grows upon you that this also is a piece of nature in the most intimate sense; 
that this profusion of eccentricities, this dream in masonry and living rock, is not a drop-
scene in a theatre, but a city in the world of every-day reality, connected by railway and 
telegraph-wire with all the capitals of Europe, and inhabited by citizens of the familiar 
type, who keep ledgers and attend church, and have sold their immortal portion to a daily 
paper. By all the canons of romance, the place demands to be half deserted and leaning 
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towards decay; birds we might admit in profusion, the play of the sun and winds, and a 
few gypsies encamped in the chief thoroughfare: but these citizens, with their cabs and 
tramways, their trains and posters, are altogether out of key.142 
 

Robert Chambers was one of those citizens, out of key, out of step with the mainstream 

of his world—yet through his books and his Journal helping to form it into what it would 

become. Two hundred years after Chambers first moved there, the capital is still 

recognized as a place of contrasts and of deep time; on the walls of the new Scottish 

Parliament building a plaque displays Hugh MacDiarmid’s stirring lines: 
But Edinburgh is a mad god’s dream 
Fitful and dark,  
Unseizable in Leith 
And wildered by the Forth 
But irresistibly at last  
Cleaving to sobre heights 
Of passionate imagining  
Till stonily, 
From soaring battlements, 
Earth eyes Eternity.143 

 
This city of dreams participated in the creation of Vestiges—was the font of its religious 

feeling, the inspiration for its historical and futuristic speculations, and the home to its 

author and many of his most important sources. The natural religious vision that 

Chambers fashioned was a refraction of all that surrounded and impressed him as he grew 

from just a boy—his feet deformed, his family practically destitute, and his hopes for the 

future dashed—into a man at the height of influence and wealth with unrealized potential 

still ahead. It was from this ‘sobre height’ that he risked losing everything he had worked 

so hard to gain by releasing Vestiges to an astonished and perplexed Victorian public.  

                                                
142 Robert Louis Stevenson, Edinburgh: Picturesque Notes (London: Seeley & Co., 1889), 15-16. 
143 Hugh MacDiarmid, “Midnight,” in Hugh MacDiarmid, Complete Poems, eds. Michael Grieve and W. 
R. Aitken (London: Martin Brian & O’Keefe, 1978). 
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Chapter IV: Romanticism in Scottish Literature and in Vestiges 

 
The tastes of most men can be traced back 

 to the habits of their youth,  
and these habits are, in a great measure,  

moulded by the circumstances,  
physical as well as intellectual,  

amid which that youth has been passed. 
 Grand scenery suggests grand thoughts,  

and every ennobling thought elevates,  
not merely momentarily but permanently,  

the mind in which it glows.  
—Edward Forbes 18541 

 
 

Edinburgh has been lauded often as a Romantic city—the setting is sublime, with 

geographical contrasts of high and low, the medieval and early modern architecture in 

Old Town and the neoclassical in New Town, the streets in the former organically 

cobbled together and in the latter symmetrically planned. The sweeping vistas seen from 

so many prominent heights around the city, the magnificent omnipresence of the Castle 

and Arthur’s Seat, the narrow closes that allow only constrained access to many parts of 

the city, and the fogs that often obscure the skyline all contribute to a somewhat 

mysterious and often foreboding sense that permeates the environs. Like romance itself, 

though beautiful, Edinburgh can also have a darker side. The Romantic movement in 

science, art, and literature is often seen as arising from a vision of the darker side of 

scientific and societal ‘progress,’ of pulling back from unfettered optimism, of fear that a 

worse rather than a better future approaches down the path that late eighteenth-century 

Europe seemed to be travelling. Romantics called variously for a return to the simpler 

values of the medieval past, the purity and holism of nature, and the time-honored 

familiarity of tradition.   

                                                
1 Edward Forbes, “Inaugural Lecture,” Monthly Journal of Medical Science, Vol. 18, (Jan.-Jun., 1854), 
560-568, quote on 561; originally delivered May 15, 1854.   
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 James Secord has provided essential focus on some of the literary aspects of 

Vestiges.2 Secord presents a powerful case that, “The evolutionary narrative, I hope to 

show, emerged as part of the same processes that produced the classic form of the 

European historical novel.”3 Secord focuses more on ‘rhetorical conventions,’ ‘literary 

practices,’ and writing ‘strategies’ than on the internal content or specific literary themes 

that I take up here, and he is especially concerned in linking Chambers’s original 

inspiration to Sir Walter Scott’s historical style, although in the end he has Chambers 

distance himself from this genre and embrace the literary voice of “essayist to the middle 

class.”4 Secord argues that the greatest influence over the long term of Vestiges was as a 

literary model, “by providing a template for the evolutionary epic-book-length works that 

covered all the sciences in a progressive synthesis.”5 Bernard Lightman takes this 

influence even further, following Secord, and claims that “Vestiges supplied a template 

for the ages.”6 Given this emphasis on its literary impact, I argue here that the most 

important fount of not only the style of Vestiges but also much of its content springs from 

Scottish Romanticism. Chambers’s work grew out of not just Scott’s historical fiction, 

but also a broader constellation of literary themes and ideas that flourished in early 

nineteenth-century Scotland.  

 Following the lead of Murray Pittock, Ian Duncan, Ian Brown, and Katie Trumpener, 

I seek in Chambers’s writing and those of his influences some of the unique features of 

Scottish Romanticism. Chambers’s literary interests reflect some of the general themes in 

the study of Romantic literature as well as some of the particular characteristics of that 

field relevant to the Scottish case. Broader generalizations concerning Romanticism that 

apply to the Vestiges story include a sentimental and emotive view of both nature and 

history, with a particular focus on the sublime and the traditional, in order to lift the 

                                                
2 James A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship 
of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000).  
3 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 78.  
4 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 77-78; 87-90, 97-98.  
5 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 461. 
6 Bernard Lightman, Victorian Popularizers of Science: Designing Nature for New Audiences (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 502.  
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moral character of humanity to a higher level of sentiment. In addition, there are chords 

in Chambers’s work and in much Scottish literature harmonizing with the heroic struggle 

of the outsider making his way in foreign territory, whether ideological or physical. 

Despite his love of tradition, Chambers refused to abide by accepted methodological 

norms in both science and religion, preferring to strike out on his own into new realms. 

This is reflected in his ideological choices as well as his geographical approach to 

history, biography, and geology. Particular characteristics of Scottish Romanticism also 

apply to Chambers, such as a dialectic relationship with Enlightenment ideals, 

nationalistic concerns with Scottish history, drama, and philosophical constructs, and 

domestic conceptions of romance—as well as romanticizing domestic relations and 

processes. Finally, and most importantly, Scottish literary and scientific figures imported 

Romantic German ideals—concerning aesthetic style, sentiment, religion, and philosophy 

broadly conceived—to forge a hybrid synthesis of German and Scottish conceptions in 

each of these areas. Chambers was drawn repeatedly into friendships with men who were 

participating in aspects of this Scottish-German synthesis, and studied the work of those 

he did not know personally or well—including Thomas Carlyle.7  

 So far in Chambers we have seen a man whose vision was a product of the passion 

and promise of the Scottish Enlightenment, who was personally engaged in the progress 

of nineteenth-century Edinburgh, moving up in wealth, stature, and, one would imagine, 

happiness. We know that he would come to advocate a theory asserting the general 

advancement of all creation over time. Yet Chambers, even as he participated in these 

projects, still connected with the Romantic and transcendental ideals of his period in 

literature, science, and religion. His view of progress in Vestiges was not that of an 

unconstrained, open-ended, rational upward march, but a limited and ordained generation 

toward an end that was beyond human control, imposed by a higher vision than 

humankind could ever hope to fully comprehend. Vestiges was explicit that conditions 

could lead to either improvement or degeneration—the system being arranged from the 

                                                
7 Chambers did know Carlyle, but he was not an intimate friend, as were many other Romantic writers, 
philosophers, and men of science. 
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start to allow external influences to alter preordained potentialities within the limits of the 

available preconditions.8 In addition, Chambers’s faith was not in any and every kind of 

science, and explicitly not in the meticulous analytical type that was then being 

demanded by the elite institutions of Britain, but in a different sort that was infused with 

hermeneutic significance—a speculative, intuitive, holistic science that was as opposed as 

Keats was to ‘cold philosophy.’9 His faith was in Romantic and transcendental science—

organic more than mechanistic, moral and aesthetic rather then purely utilitarian, and, 

above all, unified instead of compartmentalized. Moreover, he believed that humanity’s 

relationship with nature was a crucial key to understanding the Creator and His holistic 

plan for His creation.  

 This Romantic view required that speculation be a legitimate method in science, and 

insisted, as Adam Smith had recognized almost a century earlier, that science must serve 

the heart as well as the mind. Chambers thought that humanity was part of nature, 

experiencing it subjectively, not separate from it looking in on it objectively. History, for 

him, was not just about human civilization but also about the lives of individuals and the 

development of all of creation, microcosm and macrocosm, so that what was natural was 

opened by one’s direct participation in it to genuine human understanding. And certainly 

Chambers did not want to ‘unweave’ any rainbows—he wanted to follow their patterns to 

                                                
8 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844), 217-219: “Thus 
we see nature alike willing to go back and to go forward” (Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 218).  
9 Secord also notes that Chambers sought higher meaning in science, but does not focus on the particular 
religious vision that guided Chambers’s views as I do here: see James A. Secord, Introduction to Vestiges 
and Other Evolutionary Writings, by Robert Chambers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), xxii. 
The reference to ‘cold philosophy’ comes from: 
“Do not all charms fly 
At the mere touch of cold philosophy? 
There was an awful rainbow once in heaven: 
We know her woof, her texture; she is given 
In the dull catalogue of common things. 
Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings, 
Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 
Empty the haunted air, and gnomèd mine— 
Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made 
The tender-person’d Lamia melt into a shade.” 
John Keats, “Lamia,” Lamia, Isabella, The eve of St. Agnes: and other poems (London: Taylor and Hessey, 
1820), 41.  
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the God who had placed them there as a sign for us to decode and understand. Explicitly, 

in fact, he followed signs like the patterns in the frost and the similarities of living roots 

and branches to electrical and magnetic phenomena—‘the brush realized’—as proof of 

God’s unity in his plan for all creation.10   

 Chambers’s vision was shaped by and participated in the other themes that we have 

explored. First of all, crucial to understanding the Romantic character of Edinburgh is to 

appreciate, as Stevenson so eloquently did, that “this also is a piece of nature in the most 

intimate sense.” In many other cities (and especially in London) it was easier to forget 

this, to create a sense of separateness, and certainly superiority, between man’s world and 

the rest of creation. But it was almost impossible to set oneself so thoroughly apart in 

Scotland’s capital. There one did not need to leave the city to get back to nature—nature 

was towering all around—tangible, visible, and awesome. As Chambers noted in Walks 

in Edinburgh, one could escape the bustle of the city center in mere minutes to walk 

entirely alone amongst the crags.11 Ian Duncan proposes that a scene played out in 

Hogg’s Confessions that is set on Arthur’s Seat represents, “Perhaps the most 

spectacularly ‘Romantic’ scene in early nineteenth-century Scottish fiction.”12 The 

geological setting of the city created a hybrid environment for the flourishing of an 

                                                
10 Chambers, Vestiges, 167.   
11 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh (Edinburgh: William Hunter, 1825), 171.  
12 Ian Duncan, “Urban Space and Enlightened Romanticism,” in The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish 
Romanticism, ed. Murray Pittock (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 82; Duncan is referring 
to: James Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner: Written by Himself: With a 
detail of curious traditionary facts and other evidence by the editor (London: Longman, et al., 1824). 
Duncan describes the scene in question, “when young George Colwan ascends Arthur’s Seat ‘to converse 
with nature’ early one morning…. staging…a clash between two key topoi of British (indeed European) 
Romanticism: the mountaintop communion of a ‘wanderer above the clouds’ with sublime nature … versus 
the fatal confrontation with a demonic shadow or double, emanating from the tradition of Gothic and 
German terror-romance by Matthew Lewis and E. T. A. Hoffmann…Hogg casts the former scenario as the 
archetype of an ‘Enlightened Romanticism’. George's refusal to deface the ‘fairy web’ of microscopic 
dewdrops that covers his hat expresses a natural piety which is rewarded with the optical phenomenon of 
the ‘glory’, provoking the narrator to interject: ‘That was a scene that would have entranced the man of 
science with delight’” (Duncan, “Urban Space,” 82). As a friend of Hogg’s and an aficionado of both the 
environs of Edinburgh and the literature of his city, it is highly likely that Chambers read Memoirs and 
Confessions and equally likely that he was moved by this scene. As noted previously, Chambers held a 
volume of this book in his circulating library in 1829: see “Catalogue of Robert Chambers’ Circulating 
Library” (Edinburgh, 1829). Many German translations are also listed. 
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urbanized Romanticism—simultaneously social and civilized yet also wild and 

individualistic.13  

 Secondly, in literature, science, and religion, Scottish Romanticism was in a dialectic 

conversation with Scottish Enlightenment themes and ideas that were actually far more 

complementary and nurturing to the Romantic elements that concern us than were 

Enlightenment ideas from France, Germany, or England involving hard analysis and pure 

reason.14 As Murray Pittock has noted, “The greatest works of Scottish Romanticism are 

so because they are in dialogue with the arguments of the Scottish Enlightenment, neither 

in outright opposition to them nor subservient to them.”15 Therefore, Romanticism in 

Scotland was less a reaction against reason and more another way of interacting with it. 

Recent literary studies have backed a view of synthesis, presenting in the Scottish 

context, “an Enlightenment that was always…Romantic, and a Romanticism that did not 

need to cast off Enlightenment to come to its own.”16And as Ian Duncan maintains, “In 

Scotland, ‘Classical’ and ‘Romantic’ cultural forms occupy the same historical moment 

and institutional base, rather than defining successive stages or periods.”17 Many Scottish 

cultural productions from the late eighteenth century were infused with nature, with 

providence, and with the uncertain results of reasoned action, as Chambers’s favorite poet 

Burns epitomized in “To a Mouse”: 
                                                
13 The term ‘urban Romanticism’ has multiple connotations—usually to intimate the romanticization of the 
urban, as Rick Allen uses it to describe Thomas de Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater; Rick 
Allen, The Moving Pageant: A Literary Sourcebook on London Street Life, 1700-1914 (London: Routledge, 
1998), 106. While that signification certainly applies here, I use the term also to denote the harmonious 
relations between the natural and the artificial that was repeatedly pointed out not only by Chambers and 
Stevenson, but also by many other writers of the period. Michael Fry also intimates a similar 
characterization: see Michael Fry, Edinburgh: A History of the City (London: Macmillan, 2009), 308-309.  
14 For more on the relationship between Enlightenment and Romanticism, see Murray Pittock, Introduction 
to Scottish Romanticism, ed. Murray Pittock. According to Pittock, at a conference on this topic held at 
Berkeley in 2006, Ian Duncan represented the position that there is continuity between them, and Pittock 
that there is opposition, but they agreed “that the nature of Enlightenment thought in Scotland leads to a 
prolonged periodicity for Romanticism,” with Ramsay, Macpherson, and Fergusson seen as very early 
Romantics (Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 6). By the time of the publication of this book, 
Pittock’s views seem more nuanced than he reports them being at the Berkeley conference.  
15 Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 8.  
16 Ian Duncan, Leith Davis, and Janet Sorensen, Introduction to Scotland and the Borders of Romanticism, 
eds. Leith Davis, Ian Duncan, and Janet Sorensen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 10-11. 
17 Duncan, Davis, and Sorensen, Introduction to Borders of Romanticism, 3. 
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I’m truly sorry man’s dominion 
Has broken Nature’s social union, 
An’ justifies that ill opinion 
Which makes thee startle 
At me, thy poor, earth born companion 
An’ fellow mortal! 
… 
But Mousie, thou art no thy lane, 
In proving foresight may be vain: 
The best-laid schemes o’ mice an’ men 
Gang aft agley, 
An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain, 
For promis’d joy!18 

 
For Chambers, this message did not mean that we should not lay such plans at all—far 

from it—but he realized through his personal experience that a man’s control over his 

world was limited and even the most reasoned and sage action could have unintended 

consequences.  

 Thirdly, Chambers’s personal history—his supernumerary toes and fingers that led 

him to favor a contemplative life, his lifetime love of his national music and poetry, his 

sensitive inner nature, his family’s fall from prestige, his and his brother’s triumphant, 

self-propelled rise to regain the family’s dignity and security, and his early religious 

experiences—all contributed to his embrace of the Romantic and sentimental in literature, 

science, and religion. He was an outsider and an insider simultaneously, deeply loved by 

friends of every political and theological stripe, only a few of whom knew one of his 

most closely guarded secrets—his authorship of a book many of them considered an 

abomination but that was for him an expression of his deepest sentiments. At the time he 

was writing Vestiges, Chambers was struggling in Edinburgh, which had been his home 

for most of the prior thirty years, due to a tense relationship with his brother and various 

other family troubles.19 During and just before this period he also lost a beloved two-and-

a-half–year-old daughter and his mother, as well as an infant son. He retreated to St. 
                                                
18 Robert Burns, “To A Mouse, On turning her up in her nest with a plough, November 1785,” The 
Poetical Works of the Late Robert Burns. A New Edition. Containing Many Excellent Pieces of the 
Author’s that Never Made Their Appearance in the Copy-right Edition (Edinburgh: Thomas Turnbull, 
1823), 81. 
19 See Norman Manuscript letters.  
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Andrews just prior to beginning the final drafting of Vestiges and was seriously weighing 

the possibility of moving to London during the two years he was finishing the book.20 As 

a Scot and as a man whose formal education had been cut short, however, Chambers was 

on the fringes of literary and scientific circles in London even more than he was in 

Edinburgh; the import of this to a sensitive man should not be underestimated. In writing 

Vestiges in particular, Chambers entered a world in which he was very much an 

outsider.21 The years prior to and during his production of Vestiges were years full of 

inner conflict and grief—likely the most angst-ridden of Chambers’s adult life to that 

point. It was out of this rich substrate that the author of Vestiges formed his Romantic 

view of life and its many theaters when he sat down to write his grand cosmology.22 

 In one major way that especially reflects the Scottish context, Chambers differed 

from many continental and English Romantic authors. Although conflicted in his 

relationship with his brother and other family members and with his adopted city, 

Chambers did not live the tortured personal romantic life of so many of the German and 

English Romantics—his was a domesticized, Scottish sort of romantic experience, 

surrounded by an idealized home and family that through no fault of his own was 

disrupted by the forces of nature—including the weaknesses arising from the darker side 

of human nature. He sought solace in the idea of a transcendent plan that was out of his 

control but through which he could make some sense of the seeming unfairness of the 

difficulties he had faced.  

 Most of the influence of continental Romantic and transcendental ideals came to 

Robert Chambers second hand through Scottish interpretations. Beginning with the 

                                                
20 See Note 16 of Chapter II, “A Natural Child of Scotland, Dialect to Dialectic,” for more on Chambers’s 
relationship with London. 
21 For more on Chambers’s marginal status, see John M. Lynch, “‘Scriptural Geology’, Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation and Contested Authority in Nineteenth-Century British Science,” in, 
Repositioning Victorian Sciences: Shifting Centres in Nineteenth-Century Scientific Thinking, eds. David 
Clifford, et al (London: Anthem, 2006), 131-142; and Richard Yeo, “Science and Intellectual Authority in 
Mid-Nineteenth Century Britain: Robert Chambers and Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,” 
Victorian Studies (Autumn, 1984), 5-31. 
22 Paraphrasing Robert Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of 
Goethe (University of California, 2002).  
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introduction of German Romantic literature and drama, especially influential on the 

novels of Walter Scott and Scottish theatrical productions, but then heightened by his 

deep admiration of Carlyle, Scottish Romanticism shaped Chambers’s religious and 

philosophic worldview. Chambers also embraced the borderline Romantic science of 

phrenology and the transcendental anatomy of France and Germany, which he learned 

about from John Fletcher, John Goodsir, Edward Forbes, and others. Through his life 

story and the landscape that was his world, then through literature and history, Chambers 

was primed to embrace alternative visions in science. To understand the particular 

contribution Romanticism made to Chambers’s thinking and the natural religious 

message in Vestiges, we must first explore the type of Romantic literature that flourished 

in the Scottish capital and contributed to the cultural milieu in which he came of age.  

 

Historiographical Issues in Romanticism in Scottish Literature and Vestiges 

The Romantic legacy in Scottish literature has been fraught with controversy and even 

dismissed as ‘inauthentic’ by critics since the nineteenth century.23 From the critiques of 

                                                
23 For Romanticism in Scotland, see Katie Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the 
British Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); Pittock, ed., Scottish Romanticism; Murray 
Pittock, Scottish and Irish Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Ian Duncan and Douglas 
S. Mack, eds., The Edinburgh Companion to James Hogg (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press: 2012); 
Ian Duncan, Introduction to The Memoir and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, by James Hogg  (Oxford: 
Oxford Wolrd Classics, 2010), ix-xxxiv; Leith Davis, Ian Duncan, and Janet Sorensen,  eds., Scotland and 
the Borders of Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); A. Benchimol, ed.,  
Intellectual Politics and Cultural Conflict in the Romantic Period: Scottish Whigs, English Radicals and 
the Making of the British Public Sphere (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2010); David Duff and Catherine Jones, eds., 
Scotland, Ireland and the Romantic Aesthetic (Lewisberg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2007); L. 
McIlvanney, “Hugh Blair, Robert Burns, and the Invention of Scottish Literature,” Eighteenth-Century 
Life, vol. 29 (2) (Spring 2005); Ian Brown, The Edinburgh History of Scottish Literature: Enlightenment, 
Britain and Empire (1707–1918) (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007); R. J. Hill, Picturing 
Scotland Through the Waverley Novels: Walter Scott and the Origins of the Victorian Illustrated 
Novel (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2010); G. W. Stocking, Jr., ed., Romantic Motives: Essays on Anthropological 
Sensibility (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989); Jerry Phillips, Michael Anesko, Andrew Ladd, 
and Karen Meyers, Romanticism and Transcendentalism (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2006); J. R. 
Allard, “Medicine,” in A Handbook of Romanticism Studies, eds. J. Faflak and J. M. Wright (Oxford: John 
Wiley & Sons, 2012); A. Jarrels, “‘Associations respect[ing] the past’: Enlightenment and Romantic 
historicism,” in A Concise Companion to the Romantic Age, ed. J. P. Klancher (Oxford: John Wiley & 
Sons, 2009); H. M. Dingwall, A History of Scottish Medicine: Themes and Influences (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2003); Ian Duncan, Scott’s Shadow: The Novel in Romantic 
Edinburgh (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007). 



 139 

William Wordsworth and Matthew Arnold through Hugh Trevor-Roper’s contribution to 

The Invention of Tradition, English and American critics have often presented Scotland 

as an object of romanticization more than the subject of Romanticism.24 But literary 

scholars in recent years have begun to remedy this neglect and derision in order to 

explore the uniqueness and authenticity of the Scottish Romantic movement. Since it has 

been the critics of Scotland’s role in the movement who have often delineated the 

definitions and parameters of what has been called Romanticism, they thereby circularly 

excluded the very essence of Scottish Romanticism from their conception, and this is one 

of the main issues scholars of Scottish Romanticism must confront.25 Two major 

questions that have emerged in the recent scholarship—what is a national Romanticism, 

and what is the relationship between Romanticism and Enlightenment in the Scottish 

context—are both central to this thesis.26 I have already addressed the issue of 

Romanticism and Enlightenment, and the theme argued by Pittock that Scottish 

Romanticism is “inextricably intertwined” with the Enlightenment in Scotland will 

continue to undergird this work.27 While this feature is part of what defines the 

nationalistic character of Scottish Romanticism in particular, Vestiges participates in 

many of the other themes of Romantic literature, as both a national and broadly European 
                                                
24 Duncan, Davis, and Sorensen, Introduction to Borders of Romanticism, 1; they argue that Wordsworth 
insulted Scotland’s literature—especially Hogg and similar Scots-infused work—mostly because of the 
language. Literary critics seem to have followed suit—seeing Romanticism purely as an English 
phenomenon and characterizing it accordingly. Anything that does not meet this English standard is 
presented as a pure fake or bad copy, and “Scotland, neither English or foreign, stands for an inauthentic 
Romanticism, defined by a mystified—purely ideological—commitment to history and folklore” (Duncan, 
Davis, and Sorensen, Introduction to Borders of Romanticism, 1); Hugh Trevor-Roper, “The Highland 
Tradition of Scotland,” in The Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
25 Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 7-8. Since these critiques arose among contemporaries in 
the nineteenth century as Edinburgh began its meteoric rise in publishing and criticism, it might be seen as 
a form of patricide, since it was often from Scottish conceptions that Romanticism took root—see 
particularly Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism, and Davis, Duncan, and Sorensen, eds., Scotland and the 
Borders of Romanticism. 
26 Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 2. Roy Porter and Mikuláš Teich’s book Romanticism in 
National Context does not include a chapter on Scotland, though it does have one on each of Ireland, 
England, and Wales, because its editors say the case of Scotland is “reasonably familiar” already; they do 
not cite any sources: Roy Porter and Mikuláš Teich, eds., Romanticism in National Context (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 7.  
27 Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 8.  



 140 

concept. The Vestiges cosmology is, as Secord has shown, a historical romance inspired 

by and in some degree emulating Scott, but it is also a ‘domestic’ story with a subtle 

nationalistic undergirding, and an autobiographical memoir (albeit anonymous) of its 

author’s relationship with creation.28 Chambers’s book simultaneously hides and reveals 

his authorship—his identity was suspected by many, although the lack of his name on the 

title page allowed him to stay disconnected from his creation in public interactions.29 

Also common to my interpretation of Vestiges and broader Romantic themes is the idea 

of an outsider seeking sympathy from readers, nature as the source of spiritual and 

authentic truth, the emotional and aesthetic elements of the experience of nature, and the 

sense of internal conflict and of opposing polarities that still result in a unified holism. 

While Chambers’s Bildungsroman was a coming-of-age story for the entire universe, not 

just of a single individual, it was also his personal confession of a journey of faith.   

 Even though Chambers was acting the part of a liberal reformer in middle-class 

Edinburgh society, he simultaneously pined for certain aspects of traditional society and 

mourned some of the losses that accompany progress. Vestiges incorporates elements of 

folk culture as well, exposing the antiquarianism still alive in its author’s mind. His work 

as a historian and antiquarian paralleled his work in natural history, and in all arenas he 

was seeking to recover the past and reclaim its meaning for his time, both to understand 

how things had came to pass and also to preserve what he considered still valuable in 

                                                
28 James A. Secord, “Behind the Veil: Robert Chambers and Vestiges,” in History, Humanity and 
Evolution: Essays for John C. Greene, ed. James R. Moore (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 165-194, especially 182-186; Secord revisits this theme in Secord, Victorian Sensation, 96-99. I find 
this nationalistic undergirding in Scotland’s alternative scientific climate where not only organic 
conceptions of all of creation, but also transcendental, ideal, and moral conceptions based on broad 
connecting and unifying principles prevailed—see the Chapters VI-IX here for more. 
29 Pittock makes such complicated relations with identity key features of what gives Romanticism a 
nationalist flavor: “A second feature of such a Romanticism is the inflection of genre towards a distinctive 
agenda of selfhood, which I term in Scottish and Irish Romanticism ‘altermentality’, and which in its turn is 
linked to a third feature, the use of hybrid language and variable register to both simultaneously reveal and 
conceal the self” (Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 3). The ‘Author of Waverley’ is of course 
the most famous example of an open secret in Scottish literature, although James Hogg also displayed his 
own association with his anonymous Confessions of a Justified Sinner. The parallels between Chambers’s 
known work and Vestiges were laid before the public in 1847 in an article published by an evangelical: 
“Vestiges of the Author of ‘the Vestiges of Creation,’” Macphail’s Ecclesiastical Journal and Literary 
Review 4 (Nov. 1847), 251-266.  
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former developments. While Secord acknowledges Chambers’s debt to the literary style 

of Sir Walter Scott and John Pringle Nichol, Secord’s interpretation that Chambers turned 

sharply away from the nationalistic and antiquarian sympathies of his youth when he 

wrote Vestiges creates some confusion in his interpretation of the book and its author—

politically, scientifically, and religiously.30 My exploration reveals that these elements 

remained important aspects of Chambers’s life and worldview throughout the Vestiges 

years and beyond.31 Secord does not acknowledge the depths of the Scottish themes that 

run through Vestiges and the soul of its author. While I do rely on the wisdom of many of 

Secord’s general interpretations about the origin of Vestiges, I find more common threads 

between Vestiges and Chambers’s previous interests and ideals, and I do not see reason to 

think that he turned against the book to any degree when he later took up Spiritualism.32 

Because it appears that Chambers began speculating on evolution in the late 1830s and 

we know that he actively worked on Vestiges from 1842-1844 and for over a decade after 

                                                
30  Secord, Victorian Sensation, 83-84.  
31 While Chambers himself implied that his affections for the antiquarian and the nationalistic had waned, 
he continued to pursue such subjects throughout the 1840s until his death. He brought out a collection of 
traditional folk stories and nursery rhymes in 1841, continued his correspondence with George Thomson 
about traditional ballads and other antiquarian concerns, and participated in the ancient game of golf on a 
regular basis, which at that time was an almost exclusively a Scottish nationalist pastime. Chambers wrote 
a brief history of golf for the Journal in 1842 in which he celebrates its Scottish heritage: see “Gossip 
About Golf,” Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal Vol. XI, No. 558 (October 8, 1842), 297-299. In light of 
some of the material in this chapter, it might also be interesting to note that the word ‘golf’ derives from the 
German ‘kolbe,’ or the Dutch ‘kolf,’ signifying ‘club,’ and the game itself may have been brought to 
Scotland from Germany: see Robert Chambers, Jr., A Few Rambling Remarks on Golf, with the rules as 
laid down by the Royal and Ancient Club of St. Andrews (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1862), 5. 
Chambers also had a ghost story he had written published in Catherine Crowe, The Night Side of Nature, 
Or, Ghosts and Ghost Seers, Vol. 2 (London: T. C. Newby, 1848), 113-119; for this story in Chambers’s 
own hand (it is not attributed to him in the published version), see NLS Acc. 13178, Vol. 3, formerly 
classified as NLS Dep. 341/41. Throughout the 1850s, Chambers wrote papers for and served as a member 
and even President of the Antiquarian Society in Edinburgh, produced updated and more extensive editions 
of his Burns biography, and became entranced by the Spiritualism movement—which was deeply indebted 
to ideas and themes of prior centuries. In the 1860s, while continuing his studies in Spiritualism, he 
compiled the antiquarian The Book of Days and returned again to Scottish literature with Smollett: His Life 
and a Selection from His Writings. In the preface to his Select Writings of Robert Chambers in 1847, 
Chambers states, “The mind, in progressive men, passes out of such affections at thirty, and the national 
mind will pass out of them when the time comes for its exercising its higher faculties” (Robert Chambers, 
Select Writings, I [Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1847], iii-iv). But this is not reflected in the way he 
lived or in what he continued to write about.  
32 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 87-89. 
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that, what he was doing during these years is directly relevant to understanding his mind 

as he worked on the first broadly popular English language evolutionary cosmology.  

 Secord suggests that the self-image of the author of Vestiges was “dominated by Sir 

Walter Scott” and that “Vestiges applied Scott’s methods on a cosmic scale.”33 Secord 

demonstrates that Vestiges, as an ‘evolutionary narrative,’ “emerged as part of the same 

processes that produced the classic form of the European historical novel.”34 We have 

already seen Chambers’s personal relationship with Scott—and at one time the young 

Chambers even signed himself “Young Waverley.”35 The parallels he might have seen 

include that Edward Waverley was a man shaped by his reading and miscellaneous 

education much as was Chambers. Secord perceptively suggests that Chambers, like 

Nichol and Hugh Miller, borrowed the Scott technique of seemingly digressive scene 

settings that actually  “prove essential to an underlying vision of history as the product of 

minute particulars.”36 Chambers’s view of history does seem deeply imbued with a vision 

of its material setting and particular circumstances, grounded in geography and teleology 

alike. Secord notes that Chambers saw golf, the national pastime of Scotland, as “an 

inevitable result of the ‘existence of a certain peculiar waste ground called links.’ 

Similarly, cricket was said to be a natural outcome of the village greens in England.”37 It 

is in this grounding in particulars, and in the general literary style, that Secord finds the 

crucial influence of Scott’s historical fiction on Vestiges. 

 I see even deeper connections between Vestiges and Romantic literature in Scotland, 

especially in their complicated interrelationship with the Scottish Enlightenment and 

politics. As Pittock notes, Scott did not just focus on particulars, but combined them with 

Enlightenment conceptions of universality and used the historiographical example of 

                                                
33 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 87; 89. 
34 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 78. 
35 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 82; Lippincott’s Magazine 8 (1871), 17-26, quote at 19. 
36 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 91.  
37 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 91; for Secord’s source, see Chambers, “Gossip about Golf,” 297-299. 
Secord’s main focus throughout Victorian Sensation is on the reception rather than the production of 
Vestiges but one chapter, “Evolution for the People,” focuses on Chambers as author: Secord, Victorian 
Sensation, 77-110.  
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Enlightenment conjecture to compare Highlanders to other mountain people.38 In 

addition, Scott’s overall body of work simultaneously embraces toleration of cultural 

differences and Scottish cultural identity, as well as concurrently celebrating both 

tradition and progress. Scott’s work represents a paradigm for the literary application of 

the synthetic nature of Caledonian culture that is reflected also in much of Chambers’s 

writing—but this synthesis did not originate with Scott any more than it did with his 

young protégé. Neither was Scott Chambers’s only model for the historical narrative; as I 

have indicated, Chambers was also directly exposed to Scottish Enlightenment histories 

independently, so he and Scott shared some similar resources. And in terms of fictional 

influences, Chambers followed the digressive impulses he traced in Tristram Shandy and 

the peregrinations of Smollett’s characters as much as he did Scott’s scene settings.39 

While I agree that Scott had a great influence on Chambers’s style, I maintain that this 

style is merely a veneer over a much deeper set of ideas that underlie not only the 

historical narrative but also Scottish literature and drama, and the science and 

metaphysics on which Vestiges was constructed. A closer examination of the relations 

between these broader cultural forces and the internal content of Vestiges will reveal 

more of the religious and scientific significance that I am presenting here than does 

Secord’s close reading of the Vestiges literary style.  

 

Early German Romantic Influences  
Sir Walter Scott is still an excellent place to begin this deeper exploration. The 

development of Scott’s historical fiction was rooted in the German Romantic school—

Scott spent the 1790s translating works by German authors, including Goethe’s Goetz of 

Berlichingen: A Tragedy, and many of the characters and scenes from Scott’s original 

                                                
38 Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 8.  
39 Trumpener points out that “Thus…the writers of picaresque novels become interested at once in the plot 
situations generated by travel, in the differences between the places passed through, and in the filtering of 
their reality through narrative perspective” (Trumpener, Preface to Bardic Nationalism, xii). Chambers 
testifies to his love of these authors as a young man in his 1860s memoir: see NLS Dep. 341/74, 96. 
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works have been traced back to their bases in these sources.40 Scott wrote in the preface 

to the first English translation of Goethe’s Goetz, “The following drama was written by 

the elegant Author of the Sorrows of Werther, in imitation, it is said, of the manner of 

Shakespeare.”41 Scott attributed the play’s popularity in its native country to its 

celebration of German tradition, and then admittedly took much liberty in translating the 

work (as he did with all his translations), desiring to convey the spirit rather than render a 

literal copy—already making the German stories his own unique Scottish creations. Scott 

later incorporated crucial scenes, characters, settings, literary mechanisms, and stylistic 

points from these verses, dramas, and tragic romances into his Scottish nationalized 

novels and ballads. 42 The main goal of Scott was to bring history to life—to vivify the 

dry facts with rich detail, vibrant characters, and dynamic action—in order not only to 

bring feeling back to the great drama of human history but also to infuse it with moral 

(and political) meaning; the German treatment provided an appropriate model. Along 

with altered settings, Scott also frequently altered the moralistic implications of plot 

elements and characters he borrowed to be more in line with traditional Scottish values.43  

 In 1796, in his very first publication, Scott brought out a translation of The Chase 

and William and Helen (the latter elsewhere known as Lenore), by Gottfried Augstus 

Bürger.44 In his “Essay on the Imitations of Ancient Ballads,” Scott compared the 

introduction of German literature into the English to “the transfusion of blood, to pass 

                                                
40 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goetz of Berlichingen: A Tragedy, tr. William [Walter] Scott (London: J. 
Bell, 1799); for extensive discussion of just what Scott borrowed from German authors and how he altered 
them to his particular ends, see G. H. Needler, Goethe and Scott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1950); 
and W. Macintosh, Scott and Goethe: German Influence on the Writings of Sir Walter Scott (Galashiels: A. 
Walker & Sons, 1925; reprint, Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1973). 
41 Scott, Preface to Goetz, xii.  
42 For specific comparisons and discussion showing just how loose were these translations, see Needler, 
Goethe and Scott, 22-28.   
43 Mackenzie also complains that the moral message of some of the German plays was shocking—the 
strength to commit suicide portrayed as the answer to a prayer, for instance: Henry Mackenzie, “Account of 
the German Theatre,” Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Vol. II, read by the author April 21 
(Edinburgh: Royal Society of Edinburgh, 1788), 167. For a later view of this problem, see also [James 
White], “A Discourse on Goethe and the Germans,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 45 (1839), 
247-256. 
44 Gottfried Augstus Bürger, The Chase and William and Helen, tr. Walter Scott (Edinburgh: Mundell and 
Son, 1796).  
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into the veins of an aged and exhausted patient, the vivacity of the circulation and 

liveliness of sensation which distinguish a young subject.”45 Scott presented his personal 

journey into imitative balladry as growing out of this rich infusion, and characterized the 

spirit of German literature thus: 
Those who were accustomed from their youth to admire Milton and Shakespeare, became 
acquainted, I may say for the first time, with the existence of a race of poets who had the 
same lofty ambition to spurn the flaming boundaries of the universe, and investigate the 
realms of chaos and old night; and of dramatists, who, disclaiming the pedantry of the 
unities, sought, at the expense of occasional improbabilities and extravagances, to present 
life in its scenes of wildest contrast, and in all its boundless variety of character, mingling, 
without hesitation, livelier with more serious incidents, and exchanging scenes of tragic 
distress, as they occur in common life, with those of a comic tendency.46  
 

It was perhaps the work of Goethe, Schiller, and Herder that helped set the tone for the 

Caledonian antisyzygy, though Pittock points out that the philosophical work of Smith, 

Hutcheson, and Hume inspired Herder with some key concepts like the power of trade 

and the link between sentiment and morality, so the relationship is one of mutual 

exchange.47 During the time that Chambers was developing his literary style, German 

writing was being celebrated in the pages of the conservative Blackwood’s, with lines 

such as: 
The name of Goethe has never been mentioned in these pages without respect—we might 
say without reverence—and without question this is no more than what was due to an 
author, to whom all who have really studied his works, must confess themselves indebted for 
many of the most delightful emotions that ever penetrated their minds.48 
 

                                                
45 Walter Scott, Essay On Imitations of the Ancient Ballad, 1830, accessed February 2, 2015, 
http://www.walterscott.lib.ed.ac.uk/works/poetry/apology/essay.html.  
46 Scott, Imitations of the Ancient Ballad; the reference here is not to the metaphysical unities espoused by 
both Romantics and Transcendentalists, but rather to the ‘Classical’ or ‘Aristotelian unities,’ a set of 
standards by which eighteenth-century dramas in England and France were typically written and staged. 
The three unities were of action, of time, and of place. Elsewhere, Henry Mackenzie says that German 
dramas allowed audiences to travel across both distances and stretches of time rather than confining 
themselves to “the unities of time and place”: Mackenzie, “Account of the German Theatre,” 165. For a 
critique of the classical unities, in which only the ‘unity of action’ is considered a necessary guideline, see 
Samuel Johnson, Preface to The Plays of William Shakespeare (London: Otridge & Rackham, 1765). 
Shakespeare was widely criticized in England for violating the unities, but the German Romantic dramatists 
highly respected and wanted to emulate the Bard of Avon.  
47 Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 7-8. 
48 John Gibson Lockhart, “Wilhelm Meister—Memoirs of Goethe,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 
vol. 15, no. 89 (June, 1824), 619-632; quote on 619.  
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I did not find direct evidence that Chambers read Werther and identified with it, but it 

was still extremely popular in the 1820s and 1830s in Britain, and since he devoured 

Byron, Scott, and Mackenzie, all of whom he knew were deeply indebted to Goethe, he 

surely must himself have read some of the German so widely hailed as a genius. In any 

case, through Scott at least, Chambers was steeped in not only Scottish historical novels 

undergirded by German Romantic nationalistic patriotism, deeply moving and 

unapologetic sentiment, and the celebration of traditional ways and simple virtues, but 

also the encouragement to break free of the fetters of the pedantic and embrace the 

apparently wild and chaotic in human nature. It was not so far a leap to go between 

spurning “the flaming boundaries of the universe” and investigating “the realms of chaos 

and old night” through the medium of the historical drama and romance to doing the 

same in the realms of the history of all of nature and her Author.  

 German influence on Scottish literary tradition gained its first champion in Henry 

Mackenzie, the “Man of Feeling,” when he gave the talk “Account of the German 

Theatre” to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1788. Mackenzie considered “the most 

remarkable, and the most strongly impressive of all the pieces” of German drama to have 

come to Scotland to be The Robbers, a tragedy by Friedrich Schiller.49 The Robbers was 

performed in Edinburgh, along with Schiller’s Mary Stuart, which portrays the Queen of 

Scots as a tragic figure caught up in the machinations of Westminster politics—Schiller’s 

creation of a Scottish themed drama may have contributed to the interest among 

intellectual Scots in German philosophical and aesthetic ideals. 50 For Mackenzie, the 

merit of the German plays: 
does by no means lie in striking incidents, or in what are called coups de theatre, but 
consists chiefly in a minute development of feeling and sensibility; a refinement and 
eloquence of sentiment.… In sentiment, as in religion, there is a mystical sort of enthusiasm, 
which warms the fancy without submitting itself to the understanding; in sentiment, as in 
religion, enthusiasm is easily communicated.51 
 

                                                
49 Mackenzie, “Account of the German Theatre,” 180-181. 
50 William Anderson, Popular Scottish Biography: Being Lives of Eminent Natives of Scotland (Edinburgh: 
A. Fullerton & Co., 1842), 527.  
51 Mackenzie, “Account of the German Theatre,” 164-165. 



 147 

The sentiment that appealed to both Mackenzie and Scott was precisely the sort of thing 

that Chambers could appreciate, and his embrace of science was more often at the level 

of a warmed fancy or a mystical enthusiasm than a higher understanding. He was a 

devotee of not just Scott’s drama but the epics of Homer, the poetry of Byron, and the 

sentimental journeys of Sterne. It was such higher sentiment that was one of the things 

Chambers saw as lacking in the work of modern science. Mackenzie also suggested that: 
The prevalence of highly refined sentiment seems commonly the attendant of newly-
introduced literature, when letters are the property of a few secluded men, and have not yet 
allied themselves to the employments or the feelings of society…. The Platonic love of the 
ancient romance, and the poetical dialogue of the Provencals, was the produce of the same 
high-wrought and metaphysical sentiment, which is the natural result of fancy and feeling, 
untutored by a knowledge of the world, or the intercourse of daily life.52 
 

As in literature, one also finds this in the scientific fancy and feeling of one untutored by 

knowledge of the scientific world, or the intercourse of its expert men. When he 

composed Vestiges, Chambers was a relative newcomer to scientific literature, and every 

bold new idea that he learned about that seemed to back his metaphysical preconceptions 

appeared to him as probable as the most established of facts. His sympathies were with 

the Romantic, be it in drama, in literature, in poetry, in science, or in history 

 

Romanticism and Scottish Drama 

While there was certainly German Romantic influence on the mainstream literary culture 

in Scotland, North Britain had its own unique twist on what have come down to us as 

Romantic themes. Mackenzie suggested that it is “the drama of every country [that] 

marks more strongly than any other of its productions, the features, both of its genius and 

of its manners,” and Chambers loved Scottish theater. 53 As a young businessman on a 

tight budget, the one luxury he allowed himself was a seat at the Edinburgh Theatre 

Royal. Drama was an indulgence he continued throughout his life, and when the Theatre 

Royal was closed in 1859 to make way for a new post office, Chambers wrote a Sketch of 

the History of the Edinburgh Theatre-Royal, complete with a “Poetical Address” 
                                                
52 Mackenzie, “Account of the German Theatre,” 158.  
53 Mackenzie, “Account of the German Theatre,” 156.  
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delivered the last night of performances there.54 He styled it an “obituary notice of the old 

house,” signifying that he saw the theater as an organic institution; and, indeed, it was not 

just the building that he eulogized but rather the establishment since its inception as a 

licensed company.55 Chambers’s history is replete with vital imagery. The Theatre-Royal 

had, he said, reached “a good old age”—ninety years—and he delineated the personalities 

that had managed and performed there (including Sir Walter Scott and Mrs. Siddons), the 

passions their productions had incited, and the way that they had brought literature to life 

with all the emotion of one who had lived and loved it himself.56 Of the extended run of 

Rob Roy in 1819, Chambers wrote, “A play-goer of that day feels some consolation for 

his now necessarily advanced years, in recalling the charm of everything connected with 

that performance…the Scotch feeling of the whole play, as well as its music—rarely does 

such an enjoyment present itself.”57 After a string of other Scott dramatizations, Rob Roy 

was revived for the visit of George IV in 1822, the forty-second of what ended up being 

almost four hundred performances of that production before the theater closed.58 

Throughout the 1820s, which Chambers represented as the best years of the Theatre-

Royal, a woman, Mrs. Henry Siddons, daughter-in-law of the great London actress who 

had brought the house down on many performances in Edinburgh in the 1790s, was the 

manager, and Chambers gave her due credit for its best years.59 Though rarely performed, 

Joanna Baillie’s plays, which, in the fashion of the Romantic and sentimental, focused on 

the human passions, were published and widely respected at this same period, and 

                                                
54 For more on how Scottish theater was regulated and licensed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
see Barbara Bell, “The National Drama and the Nineteenth Century,” in The Edinburgh Companion to 
Scottish Drama, ed. Ian Brown (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 50; Robert Chambers, 
Sketch of the History of the Edinburgh Theatre-Royal (Edinburgh: Wood and Co., 1859), 3.  
55 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 3. 
56 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 3.  
57 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 18.  
58 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 19.  
59 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 20. Cecelia Siddons, the actress’s daughter, married George Combe in 1833 
(Charles Gibbon, Life of George Combe: Author of “The Constitution of Man,” Vol. I (London: Macmillan 
and Co., 1878), 286-287).  
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Chambers likely read these for enjoyment or as he prepared some of his encyclopedic 

works on English literature.60  

 Theater was important to Chambers not just for the entertainment and enjoyment that 

it provided, but also because it had historically been a manifestation of resistance to the 

dominant Presbyterian dogmas, and served as a symbol representing the courage to defy 

religious superstitions. In his Walks in Edinburgh, Chambers described the scene when an 

earlier unlicensed theater in the Canongate, at the Auld Play-house Close, was torched by 

an angry mob in the middle of the eighteenth century: 
To this obscure retreat the liberal part of the gentry of Edinburgh, and the most degraded 
part of the common people, (for of these classes were the play-goers of Edinburgh then 
composed,) resorted to see such stars as Digges, Ward, and Bellamy…. The prejudice 
against theatrical amusements amounted in the minds of the vulgar to absolute 
superstition; and we cannot wonder at the persecution which Home met with from the 
clergy, when it is understood that the devil was believed to be in league with the players, 
and that the simplest stage-tricks were attributed to supernatural agency. Upon one 
occasion, when the manager broke faith with the public, by substituting the tragedy of 
Hamlet for a play that had been announced in the bills, the audience expressed their 
disapprobation and horror at so profane a play by the most outrageous declamations; 
and…proceeded at length to set fire to the house. To protect the peace of the city, the 
town-guard were called out, and marched to the spot; but though these veterans had 
found no qualms in facing the French at Blenheim and Dettingen, they had not courage 
sufficient to support them in an attack upon the frontiers of the Evil One…. the captain 
seized a musket, and placing himself in the attitude of a determined leader, called out, 
‘Follow me, lads!’ But just at the moment that he was going to rush across the stage, and 
attack the rioters, he happened to tread upon a trap-door, (which had been left ajar, we 
suppose for the ghost, or for Ophelia’s grave,) and in a twinkling vanished from the sight 
of his men, who instantly retreated, and left the house to the destruction which they had 
been called upon to prevent. It is further said, that when their honoured captain 
reappeared, the guard, who had given him up for lost, received him in the quality of a 
ghost, and could scarcely be undeceived by his cursing them in good Gaelic for a parcel 
of cowardly scoundrels.61 
 

Though amusing, this story also represents the theater’s deeper embodiment of a 

willingness to perform even in the face of such prejudiced superstition, and Chambers 

himself used it as a means to celebrate his independence from some of his conservative 
                                                
60 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th ed., s.v. “Baillie, Joanna” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1911). Baillie’s plays were listed in the catalogue of Chambers’s circulating library, and Chambers likely 
knew Joanna Bailie personally—there is a letter referencing meeting with her in Chambers’s 
correspondence: NLS Dep. 341/93/34.  
61 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 132-134. 
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family and cultural ties.62 Along with the general liberation that theater represented, it 

also provided an alternative medium for imparting moral lessons, something that is 

important to the Vestiges story. Inscribed on the foundation stone of the first Theatre-

Royal, which opened in 1769, was a motto that read in part:  
May this theatre tend to promote every moral and virtuous principle, and may the 
representations be ever such as  
 ‘To make mankind in conscious virtue bold, 
 Live o’er each scene, and be what they behold.’63  
 

Chambers reiterated this theme in his “Poetical Address” the night of the theater’s 

closing, while looking forward to its resurrection in another location: 
The melodrama taught us here to glow 
With hate for wrong, and sympathy for woe; 
Till the broad Farce soon dried the tear we shed, 
And sent us tired with laughing home to bed. 
… 
  
There be it still her effort and her pride 
To range her forces upon Virtue’s side; 
To make us in her magic mirror see 
Both what we are, and what we ought to be;  
With gentle tears, evoked by mimic woe,  
To purify the heart from which they flow; 
And while she mocks the follies of the day,  
To temper Mirth with Reason’s sober ray, 
Pleasingly wise and innocently gay.64 

 
Far from being immoral, as many Reformation Presbyterians and those who continued to 

sympathize with them into the nineteenth century often proclaimed, in Chambers’s and 

most of its proponents’ minds theater represented a living medium for delivering an 

                                                
62 Chambers referenced the conservative theological tendencies of his grandmothers in his memoirs, and 
tells the following story relevant to one’s views of the theater: “When the Antiquary was brought out as a 
play in the Edinburgh Theatre, about 1823, I endeavoured to induce my grandmother to go with me to see 
it: I felt that it would be a curious sensation to see the representation of Edie Ochiltrie in the presence of 
one who had familiarly known the prototype of the character more than half a century before. But she had 
never been in a theatre, and nothing could prevail upon her to enter one at that advanced period of her life” 
(NLS Dep. 341/74, 32). 
63 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 4.  
64 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 22, 24.  
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alternative moral message. It was therefore a threat to the Kirk—something the clergy 

may well have perceived.  

 Along with its being an alternative vehicle for imparting morality, the 

Romanticization of Edinburgh theater was represented by its nationalistic plays, its 

localized folk elements, and its generally less rigid structure (in comparison to the French 

and English traditions). The “apparent tendency for Scottish theatre to see text as 

expendable” caused the dramatic ideal in Scotland to have a more organic style than it 

might elsewhere. 65 Along with Shakespeare’s “Scottish Play” and Schiller’s Mary Stuart, 

the playbills in Edinburgh more often than not announced works composed by Scots—

John Home, Walter Scott, and Allan Ramsay were among the most popular.66 Scott’s 

adapted novels brought the history and folk characters of Scotland to life. Other plays 

even allowed the public performance of explicitly nationalist discourse, such as Walter 

Logan’s 1827 lines in Gilderoy: “Scotland may be the friend of England, but will never 

be her slave!”67 In addition to general nationalist themes and sentiment, the plays also 

presented a stage for the public performance of Scottish music, which Chambers loved 

even more than the drama itself. Along with local ballads and stories, many productions 

were so particularized that they were never published or performed outside their time and 

place. Others were particularized in a way more broadly popular throughout Scotland—

the characters from Walter Scott’s novels were often given new life in individual scenes 

or contrived productions.68 Chambers’s eulogy for the Theatre Royal reflects his love of 

this national form of drama. It is yet another example of his devotion to the cultural 

productions unique to Scotland, and his lifelong loyalty to his heimat.  

 As Ian Brown’s collection of essays on Scottish drama reveals, the tradition in 

Caledonia has not always been about the canon of written plays per se—the nature of 

drama in Scotland was more broadly performative, and we should extend our views to the 

                                                
65 Brown, Introduction to Scottish Drama, 4.  
66 Bell, “The National Drama,” in Scottish Drama, 48-49. 
67 Quoted in Bell, “The National Drama,” in Scottish Drama, 51.  
68 Bell, “The National Drama,” in Scottish Drama, 52, 54-56.  
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theatricality of the Kirk, penitence performances, and other forms of folk drama.69 

Chambers offered some confirmation concerning the dramatic inclinations of the clergy 

by reporting that when Mrs. Siddons came to Edinburgh for performances and the 

General Assembly was in town, they “found it necessary to arrange their meetings with 

some reference to the hours of the theatre, for the younger members had discovered that 

attendance on Mrs. Siddons’s performances was calculated to be of some advantage to 

them, as a means of improving their elocution.”70 Brian Levack has argued effectively 

that demonic possession throughout Europe was a performative genre in its own right, 

and in Scotland there were many other similar dramatic ‘plays’ even during the period 

when theater proper was suppressed.71 Miranda Burgess also points out the performative 

nature of Scott’s loosely scripted weeklong pageant in honor of George IV’s visit.72 

Chambers took this performative spirit to an extreme in the pages of Vestiges.  What is 

more performative than all of life playing its part, species making their entrances on cue, 

in the theater of creation? Chambers frequently alluded to ‘theatre’ in Vestiges—evoking, 

in light of what we know of the author’s relationship with Scottish drama, all the 

aesthetic, emotive, and moral messages with which plays were associated in his mind. 

Every planet around every star was ‘supposed’ “either a theatre of organic being, or in the 

way of becoming so,” and the leftover heat of the original fire-mist was retained to 

sustain “the many operations of which the planets were destined to be the theatre.”73 The 

stage director was God himself, the actors the living productions, mankind included, who 

would animate “the terraqueous theatre of their being.”74 All of God’s creations were 

                                                
69 Brown, Introduction to Scottish Drama, 1-5. 
70 Chambers, Theatre-Royal, 8.  
71 Brian Levack, The Devil Within: Possession and Exorcism in the Christian West (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2013); the subject is introduced on viii-ix and argued throughout.  
72 Miranda J. Burgess, “Scott, History, and the Augustan Public Sphere,” Studies in Romanticism, Vol. 40, 
No. 1, Scott, Scotland, and Romantic Nationalism (Spring, 2001), 123-135.  
73 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 32, 161.  
74 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 32, 152; this theatrical allusion is in fact the first explicit reference to God in 
the book—a more complete quote is: “That God created animated beings, as well as the terraqueous theatre 
of their being, is a fact so powerfully evidenced, and so universally received, that I at once take it for 
granted. But in the particulars of this so highly supported idea, we surely here see cause for some re-
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“part products of the Almighty Conception, as well as ourselves. All of them display 

wondrous evidences of his wisdom and benevolence. All of them have had assigned to 

them by their Great Father a part in the drama of the organic world, as well as 

ourselves.”75 Here the earth is presented organically—an ‘Almighty Conception,’ not a 

mechanical contrivance. While nature in Vestiges is developing and unfolding, it is doing 

so according to a higher script, and with a moral message for its audience, who are 

themselves part of the drama. All the world’s a stage indeed. 

 

Scottish Domestic Romanticism 
Along with the dramatic, Scottish Romantic conceptions were often steeped in the 

domestic. While Robert Richards details the tragic romantic lives of his characters in the 

Romantic Conception of Life, his focus is on German Romanticism, though much of his 

story also reflects many of the English Romantic poets. Our story is Scottish, however, 

and in Scotland Romantic literature and its practitioners were more often supremely 

domestic, and certainly rarely celebrated immorality—the puritanical Scots had very little 

tolerance for German literature’s display of suicide and its celebrations of infidelity.76 

Even the trials of Burns’s love life and his frequent calls for freedom are mingled with 

celebration of the domestic—such as the image of the tragic destruction by outside forces 

of the mouse’s little home referred to above, and this later verse from a different poem: 
To make a happy fireside clime 
 To weans and wife 
That’s the true pathos and sublime 
 Of human life.77 

                                                                                                                                            
consideration”  (Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 152. Until this point, the Creator’s role had been merely 
implied in the teleological preparations for animated beings and vague implicative references. 
75 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 235. 
76 [White], “A Discourse on Goethe and the Germans,” Blackwood’s, 247-256. 
77 Robert Burns, “To Dr. Blacklock (1789),” The Poetical Works of the Late Robert Burns. A New Edition. 
Containing Many Excellent Pieces of the Author’s that Never Made Their Appearance in the Copy-right 
Edition (Edinburgh: Thomas Turnbull, 1823), 141; Chambers was no exception on this count—he wrote to 
his friend Robert Carruthers in 1850 concerning one of Burns’s trysts: “He says nothing there of an 
accouchement, but, very much au contraire, relates particulars of an event which is very likely to lead to 
accouchement –oh, oh, how gross!—and at the same time states that he has taken the poor girl bound never 
to claim him as a husband!” NLS Acc.10097/1/62.  
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The domestic romantic tale is an especially Scottish Romantic formulation. Secord’s 

earliest work on Vestiges insightfully demonstrates how many domestic themes run 

through its pages, and sources this imagery and even the development theory’s 

origination to Chambers’s prolific family life.78 The Vestiges theory was not 

revolutionary or radical—it was, as Secord has persuasively argued, a moderate, 

domesticated evolutionary theory in keeping with Chambers’s domesticated Scottish 

Romantic sympathies.  It is important to note also how much of his family influence was 

feminine—at home with a wife and several children, almost all of them girls, along with 

the regular presence of one or more female relatives and servants throughout their family 

life together, Chambers was surrounded by the generative and nurturing energy of 

women.79  

 The nurturing of children is perhaps the most domestic of functions. Chambers 

addressed the importance of the broader culture to this intimate and personal relationship 

in one of his most Romantic displays just before his serious work on Vestiges—he 

released a collection of traditional Scottish nursery rhymes.80 As Katie Trumpener points 

out, “Chambers wishes to reconcile conservation and improvement. Human development 

appears to him simultaneously as a cycle of reproduction and self-recapitulation, as a 

process of biological and cultural accretion, and as a line of evolutionary 

transformation.”81 In this, Trumpener is highlighting the conservative (and also one 

Romantic) element in the evolutionary idea—any process of change is inevitably 

constrained and restricted based on what is already there; while changing conditions can 

produce changing results, there are limits. Even Chambers, who could see a goose 

                                                
78 Secord, “Behind the Veil,” 182-186; Secord revisits this theme in Secord, Victorian Sensation, 96-99. 
79 That this was yet another aspect of his outsider self-image should not be dismissed; Chambers wrote to 
his wife while visiting London in April 1843, after living several months in St. Andrews: “Meanwhile, let it 
be understood that my time passes cheerfully—so much roughing about with fancy companions dispels 
(?inequities?) delightfully, and proves, what I have long supposed to be the case, that my only evil lies in 
solitude and monotony, and the want of male society of a kind to awaken and interest my mind” (Norman 
MSS, Robert Chambers to Anne Chambers, undated but noted as received May 1, 1843). 
80 Robert Chambers, Popular Rhymes of Scotland (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1841); also see 
Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism, 193-241. 
81 Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism, 201. 
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changing to a platypus and then to a true rodent in just a few saltational steps, still did not 

see worm mounting to man overnight. In the preface to his nursery rhyme collection, 

Chambers celebrated rather than critiqued tradition, showing his respect for the limits and 

stages of life’s changes. Chambers opined that while superstitions were sometimes 

implanted through the nursery system of old: 
Yet the ideas which presided over the scene, and rung through it all day in light gabble and 
jocund song, were simple, often beautiful ideas, generally well expressed, and 
unquestionably suitable to the capacities of children. In the realism…now demanded in the 
superiors of the nursery…there are certain advantages; yet it is questionable if the system be 
so well adapted to the early state of the faculties, while there can be little doubt it is too 
exclusively addressed to the intellect, and almost entirely overlooks that there is such a thing 
as imagination, or a sense of fun in the human mind…. It never occurred to [the nurses] that 
children were anything but children—‘bairns are just bairns,’ my old nurse would say—and 
they never once thought of beginning to make them men and women while still little more 
than able to speak. Committed as we were in those days to such unenlightened curatrixes, 
we might be said to go through in a single life all the stages of a national progress…. By the 
extinction of the old nursery system, some part of this knowledge is lost.82  
 

Here we see some of the recurring themes of much of Chambers’s writing before, during, 

and after Vestiges: progress is accompanied by loss, tradition has a wisdom not always 

recognized by the purely rational mind, sentiment is at least as important as mere 

intellect, and development takes time and must proceed in proper steps. As Trumpener 

recognizes, for Chambers: 
The nursery has been ‘revolutionized’ by utilitarian pedagogical theories, and this process 
threatens the old, egalitarian sense of a cultural tradition shared across classes and epochs…. 
each stage of a child’s intellectual development and the collective development of each 
generation build on and recapitulate a long series of previous developmental stages…. the 
nursery is therefore the site of a crucial cultural struggle, between realism and romance, 
present and past.83  
 

This is a dynamic tension from Vestiges as well, and one that is representative of so much 

in Scottish culture.  

 As Murray Pittock points out, such a Romantic view of the past and its lessons 

contrasts strikingly to the dismissive nature of some of the Enlightenment histories, such 

as the ironic statement opening William Robertson’s 1759 History of Scotland that 
                                                
82 Chambers, “Rhymes of the Nursery,” in Popular Rhymes, 11-12.  
83 Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism, 202. 
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“Nations, as well as men, arrive at maturity by degrees, and the events which happened 

during their infancy and early youth, cannot be recollected, and deserve not to be 

remembered.”84 Sir Walter Scott himself was the preeminent figure representing and 

promoting the marriage of “cultural preservation and cultural production,” and Chambers 

was one of many Scots who took his example as a paradigm for their own work, using 

history in the project to shape a different kind of future. As Miranda Burgess explains, 

“In Scott’s hands, antiquarianism becomes a key tool in the historical production of 

Scotland’s British modernity.”85 Burgess argues that Scott transformed Smith’s attitude 

toward the losses that accompany progress by making a genuinely evolutionary story for 

the British economy that is based foundationally upon tradition:  
Unlike Smith, Scott does not mourn the hospitality and heroism of the past, but suggests 
instead that what defines tradition, and what gives it continuing life that defines it as 
tradition, is the artifacts it leaves behind. The past for Scott is not, as for Smith, 
irrevocably lost…he provides an account of the evolutionary process by which customary 
social relations give way to commerce and by which the relation of the past to the present 
becomes a national tradition. He insists that antiquarian remnants of the unproductive but 
hospitable and military past must be manufactured, retailed, and consumed by the 
enterprising present. The move from past to present is seamless, because the present 
reproduces and consumes the artifacts of the past.86  
 

Such evolutionary cooption of antiquarian ideas and relics provided a powerful model for 

biological evolution as well once Chambers took it up—the past is not gone, it is 

transformed but still within the new species. The importance of such historical cooption 

to the development of both modern Scottish identity and Chambers’s evolutionary theory 

can hardly be overrated.  

 In Vestiges, Chambers synthesized some of the antinomies later analyzed by literary 

scholars studying Romanticism. Chambers produced a broad speculative theory 

concerning material particularity in which he universalized the history of all life and even 

                                                
84 William Robertson, History of Scotland Vol. I (London: Routledge/Thoemmes, 1994), 1; for a 
discussion of this contrast, see Pittock, Introduction to Scottish Romanticism, 4.  
85 Burgess, “Augustan Public Sphere,” 125. 
86 Burgess, “Augustan Public Sphere,” 130; Burgess’s conclusion to this paragraph represents a reiteration 
of the inauthenticity theme common in literary criticism about Scotland: “Authenticity, at least in the sense 
of historical provenance, is entirely beside the point” (Burgess, “Augustan Public Sphere,” 130). 
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planets, but flavored it with Scottish local concerns and folklore. And as a man, 

Chambers embodied additional antinomies—he thrived on social exchange, but still 

retreated into isolation, and even embraced anonymity, to protect his alienated ideas. And 

in other arenas of his literary life, he captured the oral expressions and the songs of his 

national cultural tradition for the literate public in order to preserve them.  Chambers’s 

self-awareness of the particularity of his Scottish identity helped lead him to his universal 

law of development. The roots of his synthetic perception go deeper merely than an 

emulation of Scott’s fiction—they grow from the core of Chambers’s identity as a 

Scotsman.  

 

The German-Scottish Romanticism of Carlyle 

German influxes into Scottish literary culture continued in the 1820s and 1830s. Glasgow 

native and businessman John Strang produced translations from the German and the two-

volume Germany in MDCCXXXI, investigating the character of the country, followed by 

The Continent in 1835.87 The Scottish poet and editor Thomas Campbell, who was a 

friend of Alexander Ireland as well as an acquaintance of Chambers, was also “especially 

interested in German literature” and promoted it in his New Monthly Magazine.88 Some 

other proponents of German literature in the 1830s included John Stuart Blackie and 

David Syme, who independently translated Faust in 1834 and published them in 

Edinburgh.89 But it was Thomas Carlyle who was the real champion of the German 

                                                
87 John Strang, tr., Tales from the German, (London: Longman, 1826); John Strang, Germany in 
MDCCCXXXI Volume 1 & 2 (London: Macrone, 1836); John Strang, The Continent in 1835 (New York: 
Theodore Foster, 1837). 
88 Macintosh, Scott and Goethe, xiii. For references to Chambers’s and Ireland’s relationship with 
Campbell, see NLS Dep. 341/111/1-2, from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, June 26, 1837, and 
NLS Dep. 341/90/33, from Alexander Ireland to Robert Chambers, June 27, 1837; and NLS Dep. 
341/113/38-39, from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, no date. 
89 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: A Tragedy, tr. David Syme (Edinburgh: A & C. Black, 1834); 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: A Tragedy, tr. John Stuart Blackie (Edinburgh: W. Blackwood, 
1834); Chambers likely knew Blackie, though not necessarily before he completed this work. Blackie was 
in Edinburgh in the 1830s when he executed this translation, and he and Chambers had some mutual 
friends. Blackie was by many accounts also a popular lecturer and pleasant personality, and Chambers was 
often host to educated literary men on their travels back to Edinburgh. A letter dated 1849 to Chambers 
from the actress (and future spouse of Chambers’s close friend, Theodore Martin) Helen Faucit references a 
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Romantic tradition, writing dozens of essays, producing translations, and incorporating 

specifics of German style and metaphysics into his original writing. He translated not just 

Richter, Schiller, and Goethe, but many other lesser-known authors as well.90 Carlyle 

altered some of the morally offensive passages in his translations, as had Scott, though he 

provided greater accuracy in the translations themselves.91 He had immersed himself in 

the German language and his literary style was more deeply influenced by the language 

itself than was that of any other Scottish author.92 Carlyle was the preeminent synthesizer 

of German Romantic ideals into the Scottish tradition in literature, history, religion, and 

philosophy. It is in Chambers’s views of Carlyle’s work, then, that we might seek some 

clues concerning some of the features of Romanticism that are of interest in Vestiges.93 

 In 1843, Chambers was residing in St. Andrews with his family, considering the 

option of removing to London, and hard at work on two of his most important works—

his Cyclopaedia of English Literature and Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation. He 

was all the while still performing editorial and some writing duties for the Journal. While 

I do not know for certain that Chambers wrote either the article “Thomas Carlyle and His 

Writings” for the February 14, 1843 Journal or the “Thomas Carlyle” entry in the 

Cyclopaedia, it is highly unlikely that anything would have appeared in either that 

Chambers would have strongly disapproved of—he had final editorial authority over both 

and chose many of the excerpts from the writers that were included in the Cyclopaedia.94 

                                                                                                                                            
visit by Blackie to Edinburgh, his circle of friends, and his eccentricities, the familiarity of which implies 
Chambers and he were fairly well acquainted: NLS Dep.341/85/25.  
90 Macintosh, Scott and Goethe, xvi. 
91 See C. T. Carr, “Carlyle’s Translations from German,” The Modern Language Review, Vol. 42, No. 2 
(Apr., 1947), 223-232, for analysis of Carlyle’s translations.  
92 “Thomas Carlyle,” in Robert Chambers and [Robert Carruthers], Cyclopaedia of English Literature (W. 
& R. Chambers, 1844), 694. 
93 Robert Crawford associates some of the prose and ideas of Carlyle and Chambers, but mainly in 
reference to the emotional breakdowns that each man had and how they sought consolation for their 
distresses in higher literary pursuits: see Robert Crawford, The Beginning and End of the World: St. 
Andrews, Scandal and the Birth of Photography  (Edinburgh: Birlinn Press, 2011), 111-115. 
94 The Cyclopaedia was composed with the assistance of Robert Carruthers in Inverness, so many of the 
pieces, on poetry and drama particularly, are his, but Chambers operated as overall editor and wrote much 
of it himself (personal communication, Sondra Cooney). NLS Acc.10097 has many letters between Robert 
Chambers and Robert Carruthers discussing their work on the Cyclopaedia.  
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Chambers also sent Carlyle a copy of another much longer and more impassioned piece, 

written well after Vestiges, that appeared in a volume of collected essays published in 

1854; Carlyle’s response implies that he supposed Chambers to be its author.95 Since this 

piece was written after the period of the production of Vestiges, I will not address it in 

detail here. The piece praises Carlyle as having “no superior among the authors of the 

age,” and seems to embrace his Romanticism, his politics, and his work on German 

literature with few caveats. 96 

 The two earlier pieces discussing Carlyle’s work are similar in tone, although the 

Journal article is longer and has more commentary.97 Each study criticizes Carlyle’s 

esoteric style, calling it “vicious and affected” in one and laden with “grotesque imagery” 

in the other, but both also acknowledge its brilliance and its importance to the popularity 

of his work.98 The Cyclopaedia entry concludes that Carlyle’s work is “made striking by 

the force and genius of which it is the representative.”99 The Journal article goes further 

in its praise, saying that those “who think deeply and analytically, are amply rewarded for 

penetrating the mist with which his thoughts are clothed, by the profundity of the truths 

he propounds; for it is a haze which, like the mirage, magnifies rather than obscures his 

ideas.”100 Still, the author opines that “when a writer has great truths to reveal,” then the 

                                                
95 “Writings of Thomas Carlyle,” Chambers’s Repository of Instructive and Amusing Tracts 5 (Edinburgh: 
W. & R. Chambers, 1853): no. 39. See Carlyle letters for his reply to Chambers showing his reaction to the 
piece, which he received graciously: Thomas Carlyle to Robert Chambers; 22 July 1853; in The Collected 
Letters of Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, Vol. 28 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000), 215-216; 
Carlyle also forwarded this piece to his wife and said, “Last night this “Penny Tract” came; addressed in 
Chambers’s hand, from Edinburgh: it seems written by Chambers himself, at any rate it is worth sending, 
and will fill an hour for you when you have nothing better to do” (Thomas Carlyle to Jane Welsh Carlyle; 
22 July 1853; in Carlyle Letters, Vol. 28, 216-217). I do not have evidence, however, that Chambers 
actually wrote this piece. It was extremely effusive toward Carlyle’s work, almost too effusive to be 
characteristic of Chambers, and it could certainly have been the work of Leitch Ritchie, who was then the 
editor of Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, or someone else. That Chambers sent it on to Carlyle under his 
own name does not really tell us much—he could have just been doing Ritchie or some other author a 
favor, or he could have been sending it because he agreed with it or because he had written it himself.  
96 “Writings of Thomas Carlyle,” 3. 
97 “Thomas Carlyle and His Writings,” Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, Vol. XII, No. 5 (Feb. 18, 1843), 
37-38; “Thomas Carlyle,” Cyclopaedia, 694.  
98 “Thomas Carlyle and His Writings,” Journal, 37-38; “Thomas Carlyle,” Cyclopaedia, 694. 
99 “Thomas Carlyle,” Cyclopaedia, 694. 
100 “Thomas Carlyle and His Writings,” Journal, 38. 
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language in which they are expressed should be plain—so that they will be “more 

universally…understood.”101 Here we see a real distinction between what Chambers 

desired and what Carlyle was doing. There is a genuine difference evident between a 

people’s publication and the prose of an elitist writer, and their respective goals of 

popularizing and disseminating great truths and of stating them as profoundly as possible. 

The Journal article was adamant that, “The inward and spiritual difficulties which 

surround the seeker after abstract truth are sufficiently great in themselves, without being 

increased by the outward and visible encumbrances of abstruse language.” The idea that 

Carlyle deliberately engaged in obfuscation in order to limit access to only those of 

penetrating minds seems never to have entered the Journal author’s mind. Chambers 

would take it as his project to make accessible some of the same themes that Carlyle 

promoted. Such differences in mission also reflect two very different personalities—the 

fun-loving and almost universally welcomed Chambers, mixing with friends wherever he 

went and embedded in the social structure of his world, and the rather unhappy Carlyle, 

trapped in a miserable marriage and alienating many friends over the years.  

 Only the Cyclopaedia article also decries Carlyle’s even more abstruse metaphysics. 

Carlyle’s supposed “Pantheistic system” is called: “too fanciful and unreal to be of 

general practical utility, or to serve as a refuge from the actual cares and storms of the 

world.”102 But despite this seeming critique, which is reminiscent of some of those 

applied to the religious views espoused by Vestiges, the following sentence is far more 

revealing of the article’s author’s true opinion of Carlyle’s Goethean philosophical 

theory:  
It is an intellectual theory, and to intellectual men may be valuable—for the opinions and 
writings of Carlyle tend to enlarge our sympathies and feelings—to stir the heart with 
benevolence and affection—to unite man to man—and to build upon this love of our fellow-
beings a system of mental energy and purity far removed from the operations of sense, and 
pregnant with high hopes and aspirations.103 
 

                                                
101 “Thomas Carlyle and His Writings,” Journal, 38. 
102 “Thomas Carlyle,” Cyclopaedia, 694.  
103 “Thomas Carlyle,” Cyclopaedia, 694. 
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These are certainly things Chambers would appreciate in literature, as he expressed 

repeatedly in other places. And surely this is also a message sympathetic to Romantic 

idealism. These words profess a philosophy of progress based on sentiment rather than on 

rational science or political action. The first Carlyle passage quoted by the Cyclopaedia 

article reveals even more; it is the concluding paragraph drawn from the chapter “Natural 

Supernaturalism” in Book Three of Sartor Resartus:  

Generation after generation takes to itself the form of a body, and forth issuing from 
Cimmerian night, on heaven’s missions appears. What force and fire is in each he 
expends: one grinding in the mill of industry; one hunter-like climbing the giddy Alpine 
heights of science; one madly dashed in pieces on the rocks of strife, in war with his 
fellow: and then the heaven-sent is recalled; his earthly vesture falls away, and soon even 
to sense becomes a vanished shadow. Thus, like some wild-flaming, wild-thundering 
train of heaven’s artillery, does this mysterious mankind thunder and flame, in long-
drawn, quick-succeeding grandeur, through the unknown deep. Thus, like a God-created, 
fire-breathing spirit-host, we emerge from the inane; haste stormfully across the 
astonished earth; then plunge again into the inane. Earth’s mountains are levelled, and her 
seas filled up in our passage. Can the earth, which is but dead and a vision, resist spirits 
which have reality and are alive? On the hardest adamant some footprint of us is stamped 
in; the last rear of the host will read traces of the earliest van. But whence?—O Heaven! 
whither? Sense knows not; faith knows not; only that it is through mystery to mystery, 
from God and to God.104 
 

Recondite indeed—but what does this passage imply? What is its context? The chapter 

from which it comes is the one in which “the Professor first becomes a Seer,” and accepts 

transcendental idealism as the true philosophy.105 It asks, what are the ultimate laws of 

nature? What are then miracles? Is not every manifestation of our wills as representative 

of God’s direction as anything customarily considered a miracle?  

Thus, were it not miraculous, could I stretch forth my hand and clutch the Sun? Yet thou 
seest me daily stretch forth my hand and therewith clutch many a thing, and swing it 
hither and thither. Art thou a grown baby, then, to fancy that the Miracle lies in miles of 
distance, or in pounds avoirdupois of weight; and not to see that the true inexplicable 
God-revealing Miracle lies in this, that I can stretch forth my hand at all; that I have free 
Force to clutch aught therewith? Innumerable other of this sort are the deceptions, and 
wonder-hiding stupefactions, which Space practices on us.106 
 

                                                
104 This is as it appears in “Thomas Carlyle,” Cyclopaedia, 694-695. 
105 Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, “Great Literature Online,” accessed February 15, 2015, 
http://www.classicauthors.net/carlyle/SartorResartus/SartorResartus29.html. 
106 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. 
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Carlyle also asked, does the first cause cease to be miraculous merely because we have 

traced some of its steps: 
Sweep away the Illusion of Time; glance, if thou have eyes, from the near moving-cause 
to its far distant Mover: The stroke that came transmitted through a whole galaxy of 
elastic balls, was it less a stroke than if the last ball only had been struck, and sent flying? 
Oh, could I (with the Time-annihilating Hat) transport thee direct from the Beginnings, to 
the Endings, how were thy eyesight unsealed, and thy heart set flaming in the Light-sea 
of celestial wonder! Then sawest thou that this fair Universe, were it in the meanest 
province thereof, is in very deed the star-domed City of God; that through every star, 
through every grass-blade, and most through every Living Soul, the glory of a present 
God still beams. But Nature, which is the Time-vesture of God, and reveals Him to the 
wise, hides Him from the foolish.107 
 

Chambers’s Creator is less mystical than Carlyle’s, but the core of their messages have 

similarities—the first act of creation is as relevant an act of God’s will and even more 

sublime than an intervention might be at any point along the way. Carlyle also addressed 

the nature of ghosts and spirits in this same chapter, which would later come to interest 

Chambers. While the author of Vestiges did not harmonize with the more obscure chords 

of Carlyle’s prose, he respected and appreciated them, and he asked some of the same 

metaphysical questions and came surprisingly close to some of the same answers, as we 

shall see in the following chapters.  

 Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus presents a similar genealogical view of history as that 

Scott displayed—the past as the basis and root of progress. His learned Professor 

Teufelsdrockh opines of fashions among men, but symbolizing also material reality:  
happily no bygone German, or man, rises again; thus the Present is not needlessly trammeled 
with the Past; and only grows out of it, like a Tree, whose roots are not intertangled with its 
branches, but lie noticeably underground. Nay it is very mournful, yet not useless, to see and 
know, how the Greatest and the Dearest, in a short while, would find his place quite filled up 
here, and no room for him; the very Napoleon, the very Byron, in some seven years, has 
become obsolete, and were now a foreigner to his Europe. Thus is the Law of Progress 
secured; and in Clothes, as in all other external things whatsoever, no fashion will 
continue.108  
 

The Professor reminded his readers that Faust’s Earth-Spirit maintained that the material 

world was merely woven on the “Loom of Time” as a garment for God, by which He 
                                                
107 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. 
108 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. 
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reveals Himself. And Carlyle, as editor, opined that Teufelsdrockh’s genius lay in his 

ability to combine ‘Descendentalism’ with ‘Transcendentalism’ in order to “on the one 

hand…degrade man below most animals…on the other, [exalt] him beyond the visible 

Heavens, almost to an equality with the Gods.” Chambers, on a somewhat similar project, 

took the human being from nothing but a germ that is literal kin to those creatures who 

retain this as a permanent form to the precursors of a higher species of humanity awaiting 

the right conditions to emerge as if from a chrysalis. Their eventual progress was ensured 

by a preordained place established for them—prophesied by the circular patterns of five 

into which all species were destined to fit. He saw in the interrelationships of cell and 

mature philosopher a representation of a sublime law of relations that governed all the 

transcendent connections in nature. Indeed, like Teufelsdrockh’s idea that “‘All visible 

things are emblems,” Chambers saw in the patterns of frost on the glass a sign of an 

ultimate metaphysical identity at some level with a living tree, as we will explore further 

in a later chapter.109   

 

 For a Scotsman through the first half of the nineteenth century, the tenets of the 

Scottish Enlightenment were not only no barrier to the acceptance of Romantic ideals, 

they actually provided a fertile foundation for those with a metaphysical or sentimental 

bent to embrace the passionate, historical, and philosophical currents coming across the 

German Ocean. There were many concordant currents and mutual influences running 

between the two countries. Not all of the German influence was primarily literary and 

philosophical—early to mid-nineteenth-century Edinburgh was also a major center for 

Abraham Gottlob Werner’s geology, Justus von Liebig’s chemistry, Theodor Schwann’s 

cell theories, Johann Friedrich Meckel’s embryology, and Joseph Franz Gall and Johann 

Spurzheim’s phrenology. The geographical setting and the literary and intellectual 

heritage of Edinburgh especially saw some of the most important German scientific 

theories and works of philosophy and literature intertwined with Scottish ideas in novel, 

hybrid interpretations. It is this Scoto-German synthesis more so than French radicalism 
                                                
109 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus. 
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that best accords with Chambers’s philosophies, and a misunderstanding of this harmony 

has led to some historiographical misinterpretations in several areas of analysis, including 

both the religious significance and the political implications of the work, the latter of 

which I take up in the next chapter.
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Chapter V: Edinburgh and the Politics of Evolution 

[A] greater mistake cannot be than to suppose 
that truth lies in the middle point between two extremes. 

It lies alternately in each extreme,  
passing imperceptibly from one to the other…. 

 Thus the mind that oscillates, never does more,  
at the best, than momentarily touch truth. 

—Blackwood’s 18311 
 

The life of Robert Chambers comprised almost sixty-nine of the most tumultuous and 

revolutionary years in British history. This was a period when Britain’s economy, its 

educational system (especially in science and medicine), its politics, its population, its 

social mores, and its science went through fundamental restructuring, and the changes in 

Scotland were profound. Such major change in a society often brings about shifting 

political alliances, the creation of new coalitions and parties, and the rise of novel issues.  

Individuals, too, both create and ride these political and cultural waves, shifting and 

reforming themselves to fit new circumstances, and their societies to fit new needs and 

desires. Chambers helped to formalize public conceptions of his society through his 

essays, his collections of literary artifacts, and his books. First, as a writer on Edinburgh 

and Scotland, he helped to shape and preserve people’s conceptions of their own culture 

as well as to serve as a guide for outsiders. He then helped to reshape and reform not just 

his local culture, but Britain at large through his progressive essays in Chambers’s 

Edinburgh Journal and his encyclopedic and educational work on literature, science, and 

history. But he never gave up his role as historian and antiquary. Like Scott, Chambers 

participated equally in two seemingly contradictory projects.  

 It was his anonymous Vestiges, however, that actually had the most profound 

impact on his society. Vestiges, in Darwin’s own words, had “done excellent service in 

calling in this country attention to the subject [of evolution], in removing prejudice, and 

                                                
1 “Edinburgh Election,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 29, no. 181 (June, 1831), 868. 
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in thus preparing the ground for the reception of analogous views.”2 Chambers’s work 

not only socially and politically ‘domesticated’ the idea of evolution, as James Secord has 

argued, but also, as I argue here, made it understandable as a way in which God might 

work. With Vestiges, Chambers helped simultaneously to preserve and reshape people’s 

fundamental concepts about the relationship of God and his creation, but this religious 

vision has been discounted and even dismissed by some of the most important histories 

written about the book, and often a more overtly political interpretation has been 

substituted in its stead. This has resulted in the most important aspect of Vestiges for its 

author and many of its readers—its significance as the first comprehensive theistic 

evolutionary theory to bring creation by natural law to the organic world—being 

underemphasized or even misrepresented.  

 

Prior Politicized Interpretations of Vestiges 

In three separate works addressing Vestiges, Secord argues that Chambers went through a 

fundamental shift in his politics, changing his sympathies from Tory to reforming Whig, 

and this conversion, Secord maintains, directly correlated with Chambers’s scientific 

views and were reflected in his published work.3 Secord presents the political values of 

Chambers’s youth and early adulthood as in direct conflict with the content of Vestiges, 

and in the earlier two of these interpretations, argues that the book is best understood as a 

reflection of its author’s reframed social and political values.4 I have already discussed 

some of the complications involved in taking a dichotomous view of the relationship 

between the “Vindication” essay and Vestiges, and now I will also present a more 

                                                
2 Darwin, Charles. On the origin of species by means of natural selection, or the preservation of favoured 
races in the struggle for life, 3rd ed. (London: John Murray, 1861), xvi. 
3 Secord, “Behind the Veil: Robert Chambers and Vestiges,” in History, Humanity and Evolution: Essays 
for John C. Green, ed. James R. Moore (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 169-170; James 
A. Secord, Introduction to Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation and Other Evolutionary Writings, by 
Robert Chambers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), xix-xx; and James A. Secord, Victorian 
Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship of Vestiges of the Natural 
History of Creation (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2000), 82-84. 
4 In Victorian Sensation, however, Secord no longer associates the meaning of the book with Chambers’s 
authorial intentions—see below. 
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nuanced and comprehensive picture of Chambers’s political activities and views with the 

intention of showing that politics is not the key to understanding Chambers’s intentions 

with Vestiges, but that his attitude toward politics can provide additional support for 

understanding Chambers’s religious values and goals. Neither his political ideas nor their 

relationship with his other work are as straightforward as some historians have portrayed 

them, and Vestiges does not reflect an open-ended progressive ethos. Chambers’s politics 

should only be interpreted within the context of the local Edinburgh and Peebles scenes 

through which his opinions were formed, and should include elements of the broader 

Scottish culture of which he was a part. Doing so will provide a more complex and 

culturally rich picture of the relationship between Chambers’s scientific ideas and his 

society, and reveal important elements of his underlying values and worldview. 

 Secord reads Chambers’s newfound converted Whiggism into his Vestiges by 

associating it with his social and other professional activities during the 1830s and 1840s: 
Asserting his independence from his Tory masters in the early 1830s, he moved to the 
circle of middle-class liberal Whigs associated with George Combe, Cecelia Combe, 
Charles Maclaren, Catherine Crowe, and Robert Cox. Like them, he became an advocate 
of gradual reform, opposed to what he saw as radical demagogy, evangelical hypocrisy, 
and aristocratic privilege.5  
 

Secord rightly points out that ideas concerning evolution were theologically and 

politically suspect because of their association with French radical materialists like 

d’Holbach and Lamarck.6 The former was popular reading for the radical working 

classes, and Secord argues persuasively that, “With its polite exterior, devout language, 

and decorous prose, Vestiges defused the threat by incorporating it.”7 I take this further, 

                                                
5 Secord, Introduction, xx. I show here that this is a very selective group of Chambers’s friends, and 
evidence indicates that Chambers had always been opposed to these things, even before he supposedly 
changed his political sympathies. In addition, opposing evangelical hypocrisy in Scotland from the 1820s-
1840s was more a Tory than a Whig project—the political activities of the evangelicals were on the Whig 
side, and Jeffrey himself argued the evangelical side in cases before the General Assembly: see Michael 
Fry, “Jeffrey, Francis, Lord Jeffrey (1773–1850),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004). 
6 Secord, Introduction, xxiv.  
7 Secord, Introduction, xxiv. Secord also says that, “Contemporary reviewers uniformly praised the style; 
indeed, the very accessibility of Vestiges was perhaps its most dangerous feature” (Secord, Introduction, 
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though, and argue that he did not ‘incorporate’ these ideas—he completely reframed 

them within the context of Scottish Providentialism and Romanticism.  

 While I agree that part of the book’s “aim was gradual reform, so that civilization 

would follow the same process of progressive development that had shaped the cosmos,” 

I see Chambers’s reasons for wanting to do this as tied up in genuine religious and 

metaphysical commitments that transcend and predate his political goals, and arise more 

from broader cultural currents than from his immediate political commitments. 8 Secord’s 

attempt to discount any genuine interest Chambers may have had in religion by calling 

the theological elements in the book ‘strategic,’ purportedly inserted in order to ‘placate’ 

evangelicals, removes the emphasis from an important element in Chambers’s thought—

a commitment to a deistic, structured, lawful universe that makes progress, political and 

natural, a destined teleological end because it is in the plan of the ‘Author of Nature’ 

from the start.9 Converting readers from a ‘revealed’ to a ‘natural’ religion was a crucial 

aim of the book, and too many historians have overlooked the significance of this 

religious position, seeing ‘natural religion’ and deism merely as a step in the transition to 

‘secularization.’ While Secord later says his politicized reading was in some ways 

presumptuous, it is not because he came to see anything about it as mistaken per se but 

because he came to see it as imposing the author’s intentions on the book’s meanings, 

which he later decided should only be interpreted through the eyes of its readers who 

knew nothing of its authorship.10 My aim here, in contrast, has been to breathe life back 

into the author and his environment in order to understand Vestiges from the standpoint 

of perhaps its most important reader—the one who created it in the first place for others.  

                                                                                                                                            
xxiv). I argue that it would not have been dangerous to be accessible unless it was dangerous in its 
substance—so its ‘most dangerous feature’ was its content, not its mode of presenting that content.  
8 Secord, Introduction, xliv. 
9 Secord, Introduction, xxiii; the particular religious ideas Chambers presented were the very ones under 
contentious debate in Edinburgh, and Chambers would have known very well that what he said would not 
‘placate’ anyone from the evangelical side—his religious ideas were openly deist and not Christian, and 
every indication is that they represented his genuine beliefs. Secord elsewhere acknowledges that 
Chambers expected the attacks of the ‘bigoted fanatics,’ so his argument is not entirely consistent (Secord, 
Introduction, xxx).  
10 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 22, note 37.  
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 Taking Secord’s earliest essay on Vestiges as his main source, Adrian Desmond 

describes Chambers as one of the phrenologist George Combe’s ‘adjutants’ in a program 

to inculcate the rule of natural law into society.11 Desmond’s summary of Secord’s 

position shows how it has led to some generalizations that need to be considered more 

carefully:  
Secord has shown that up to the time of the Reform Bill Chambers had been a Tory-
Presbyterian, but his churchgoing gave way as his popular journals were attacked from 
the pulpit and he came under the sway of the phrenologists (whose artisan and 
shopkeeper audiences were the same as those for his magazine and miscellanies). 
Already in the mid-1830s he was deriding ‘those dogs of the clergy’ and warming to 
progress, transmutation, and reform—and he was intent on creating a true ‘people’s’ 
science…. he was quite aware of the reformist credo that law and progress reigned in 
nature. By 1839 his conversion was complete, and he secreted himself away to synthesize 
these views in a popular evolutionary book with a disarming Providential gloss, Vestiges 
of the Natural history of Creation (1844). 12  
 

While neither Secord’s nor Desmond’s readings are entirely inaccurate, the major 

problem with both presentations is that they contain underlying assumptions about party 

affiliations and religious positions that are simply untenable during this period; in 

addition, this overly politicized approach leaves out the broader and deeper cultural and 

intellectual roots of the ideas in Vestiges. The 1820s through the 1840s were times of 

political flux and party ideological transformations that make it very difficult to read back 

associations between ideological positions and party commitments. The fact that it was 

                                                
11 Adrian Desmond, The Politics of Evolution: Morphology, Medicine, and Reform in Radical London 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 176; Secord, “Behind the Veil,” offers almost the same 
political argument as in the 1994 introduction to Vestiges that I have mainly been citing.  
12 Desmond, The Politics of Evolution, 176; I am not sure what is being implied with the Tory-Presbyterian 
link, perhaps nothing, but in Scotland the rather powerful and populous Whig evangelicals were in most 
cases Presbyterians, and often Tories were Episcopalians, the denomination that Chambers switched to 
when he left the Kirk (he never gave up his ‘churchgoing’). The identity between audiences for phrenology 
and Chambers’s Journal I cannot address with any certainty here, though the fact that Chambers kept his 
support for phrenology only implicit in its pages does make the claim seem at least a bit overdrawn, and 
Chambers was certainly never under any phrenologist’s ‘sway’ nor was he acting as Combe’s ‘adjutant’—
his individualistic and naturalistic outlook before he ever encountered phrenology made it instantly of 
interest to him. The idea ‘that law and progress reigned in nature’ was as mainstream a maxim as one could 
have in the 1830s and 1840s—it is found in many books on science, in J. F. W. Herschel, A Preliminary 
Discourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy (London: Longman, et al., 1831); in Thomas Chalmers’s, 
William Whewell’s, and William Buckland’s Bridgewater Treatises, and in several presidential addresses 
to the BAAS.  
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leading members of the Peelite Tories combined with the party Radicals and the Whigs 

who formed the Liberal Party in the 1850s indicates how varied was the ideology within 

any given party. Regardless, Chambers was simply not a party man, and his political 

affiliation was never of paramount importance in his work. It was his philosophic and 

religious commitments rather than his party politics that best explain his transformation 

to transformationism—and these along with the book’s scientific weaknesses that best 

explain its negative reception. Before making that case in detail in the following chapters, 

however, I present what is known about Chambers’s politics to demonstrate that a 

straightforwardly political interpretation is not explanatorily satisfying. Setting up a 

party-focused picture makes it too easy to see Vestiges in an either-or sense that does not 

reflect its true nature as a genuinely synthetic work that was at one and the same time 

both scientific and pseudoscientific, both materialistic and religious, both old-fashioned 

and cutting edge, both progressive and constrained—and also in certain senses both Whig 

and Tory. 

 

“A liberal man will never be a party man”13 

Secord argues that Chambers was a Tory from the time he wrote “Vindication” until 

sometime in the 1830s, which “served [him] well throughout the 1820s” since those “in 

Tory Edinburgh antiquarian circles became his patrons.”14 Chambers, however, denied 

any such patronage relationships in his 1833 memoir. From the vantage point of his early 

publishing successes as the writer of a people’s periodical, he proudly proclaimed his 

independence in both his present and his past:  
no means of maintainance [sic] are so sure as those which depend solely upon the 
individual. From the first to the last–from my commencement with a stock worth fifty 
shillings to my present share in one of the most extensive wholesale concerns in the 
bookselling trade in Britain, I have never asked the favour of a loan from anyone, never 
looked for patronage to any individual or class of individuals, never indulged for a 

                                                
13 William Burdon, Materials for Thinking, Vol. I., 5th ed. (London: Effingham Wilson, 1820), 19.  
14 Secord, Introduction, xix-xx. This conception is also problematic because Chambers’s venture into 
publishing with Constable, Scott’s publisher though himself a Whig, for his volume Walks in Edinburgh 
was nearly disastrous, and his capital was only recovered when he made a deal with the radical Taits to take 
over the rights to the book (NLS Dep. 341/29, 38-39).  
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moment in the supposition that any thing was to be of service to me but my own 
exertions toward the public service. The result has been that I have hardly ever been 
called upon to grant any dangerous favours, and never been exposed to the least risk from 
the delusive hopes which are cherished by so many necessitous persons.15 
 

This independent, self-reliant, self-improving self-image was to shape both his political 

opinions and his charitable activities in future years. Chambers’s main concern at this 

early stage of his life was his own improvement, not the improvement of his country, and 

he did not trust anyone but himself to accomplish that end. This independent spirit 

harmonizes with important aspects of Scottish Enlightenment philosophy, Calvinism, and 

Romanticism. Along with these cultural sources, perhaps his father’s failure to protect his 

family and himself had led Chambers to look with suspicion on established or self-

proclaimed authority, a character trait that continued to show for the rest of his life. In 

any case, the moral of his memoir at the age of thirty suggested just this message: 
In order, however, to bring its lessons, such as they are, as directly as possible before the 
mind of the reader, I may be permitted to make the following summary by way of what 
clergymen term as improvement. In the first place, I conceive it to be proved by my 
example, that, let an individual be depressed to whatever degree in worldly 
circumstances, it is better to commence a course of active exertions in however humble a 
line of life for the purpose of remidying [sic] his distresses, than to wait proudly on, in 
the hope of something casting up which may be more agreeable to his self-love. Rather, I 
would say, begin to break stones by the wayside, than waste time in idle hopes of 
anything better. For, let it always be kept in mind, there is nothing that can give a man so 
strong a recommendation to any employment as his having ably discharged some 
immediately inferior order of duties, while perfect idleness is, in general point of view, 
the reverse of a recommendation.16 
 

This is not a man seeking redress from the government or patronage from the powerful. 

Chambers did ask for favors occasionally—for notice of the books he had written, for 

instance, or help with gathering anecdotes—but he asked them from many people he 

knew: Tory or Whig or neither. As we have seen, he did do a few minor jobs for Sir 

Walter Scott and through that connection obtained other assignments, and Scott wrote 

him letters of introduction, as did many others, but that Scott served as a ‘patron’ is a 

                                                
15 NLS Dep. 341/29, 46.  
16 NLS Dep. 341/29, 45-46. 
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little overstated. In any event, Chambers’s individualism helps explain why he did not 

associate himself unilaterally with any one party or another. 

 Chambers would very soon after the completion of the memoir that formed the 

bulk of my biographical discussion in an earlier chapter become interested in the self-

improvement doctrines of George Combe’s Scottish phrenology, where he would find a 

philosophy compatible with his own. Scottish phrenology taught that individual moral 

improvement was the first and most essential step to improve society. In 1825 Abram 

Combe, George’s brother, joined with Robert Owen and Archibald Hamilton to found the 

Orbiston community, which was a movement based on personal improvement first and 

political change only secondarily. Abram Combe wrote: 
A real beneficial reform, ought to begin at home. If…we are inclined to actions, which 
are injurious to ourselves or others, we may rest assured, that annual parliaments, and 
universal suffrage, could give us, comparatively, little relief. No individual can enjoy 
freedom, in any sense of the word, while he continues in a state of mental slavery; and if 
a whole community be free, in this respect, they cannot possibly be slaves to any other.17 
 

This philosophical viewpoint is entirely compatible with everything else we know about 

Chambers. It represents an apolitical individualism that was Chambers’s likely stance at 

least in these early decades of his life, and perhaps throughout his life. This 

individualistic attitude is also important to Chambers’s religious views, and he would 

embrace a transcendental, universalist, non-sectarian vision there as well. Politics would 

become more important to Chambers in his middle years than they were in his youth, but 

his individualistic worldview still remained at the core of most of the issues he 

embraced—self-improvement through wholesome reading, protection of one’s own 

family through life assurance and annuities, and only a temporary boot up through 

working men’s charities. 

 Chambers’s books on Scottish culture sold and were reviewed favorably among 

both Whigs and Tories during the 1820s, as did his Journal and essay collections later. 

There is certainly nothing innately Tory about a Scotsman’s interest in the antiquarian in 

                                                
17 Abram Combe, An address to the conductors of the periodical press, upon the causes of religious and 
political disputes (Edinburgh: Bell & Bradfute, 1823), 39. 
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the early nineteenth century—Chambers’s brother William was also interested in arcane 

Scottish subjects, though mostly governmental and legal issues, during the same period 

and he was quite liberal.18 Chambers’s friends at this time (and throughout his life) 

included both Whigs and Tories. In the 1820s, with his brother William, who was always 

more political than Robert, and his friend William Tait, Robert associated with liberal 

circles; but he also maintained relationships with Scott and James Hogg, decided Tories, 

and he certainly knew many others on both sides of the partisan divide. Chambers’s 

library and bookshop career throughout the 1820s reveal that he already believed in 

sharing knowledge with the ‘people,’ a project Secord associates with anti-Tory 

interests.19 Still there is almost no evidence from this period that politics were of any 

particular importance to him or directed his motivations. One also cannot find much in 

the way of partisanship in either Chambers’s early works on Edinburgh or his early 

associations with publishers—he contracted with both Constable, who published the 

staunchly self-righteous Whig Edinburgh Review, and the more radical Taits, while he 

solicited the Tory Blackwood’s to publish and notice his work.  

 By the 1820s, these two journals represented the opposite poles of Edinburgh 

politics. The Edinburgh Review was initially founded in 1802 by a group of Whigs, 

including Francis Jeffrey, Sydney Smith, Henry Brougham, and Francis Horner. Despite 

their political inclinations and the fact that their career prospects were hindered by the 

entrenched Tory power that ruled Edinburgh at the time, the early years of the Review 

presented no overt political agenda. Instead its pages displayed often biting and usually 

cogent criticism—under the motto “judex damnatur cum nocens absolvitur”—the judge 

is condemned when the guilty are acquitted. The Review took this motto to heart, and 

from the start often savagely and always wittily excoriated the weaknesses of its subjects 

                                                
18 Within a year, William wrote two books, the first trying to explicate and preserve knowledge of some of 
the unique features of Scottish law and government, and the second arguing sardonically for a reformation 
of some of them: see William Chambers, The Book of Scotland (Edinburgh: Robert Buchanan, 1830) and 
William Chambers, Chapel-Royal—History of the Burgh Debt—Ale and Beer Duty; An Exposure of the 
public Abuses Connected with the Ecclesiastical and Civic Arrangements of the City of Edinburgh, No. II 
(Edinburgh: William Chambers, 1831).  
19 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 46-51.  
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(though perhaps victims is a better term). One of the early targets was William 

Wordsworth. The Review inaugurated the professional critic, extolled the expert, and was 

sensationally self-righteous; it was also aimed at a highly educated readership—in short, 

it was everything that Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal would not be. In politics, both 

implicitly before and explicitly after political issues came openly to its pages, the Review 

fought the Tory power that had been entrenched in Edinburgh for decades and controlled 

not only local politics and the courts but also to a large degree university appointments in 

Edinburgh. The Review’s most influential editor was Francis Jeffrey, who controlled its 

content and its tone for most of its first twenty-seven years. Jeffrey and other early 

founders of the Edinburgh Review went on to become leading figures in the Whig 

ascendency in Edinburgh in the 1830s, promoting rationality, political economy, and 

always moderate reform.20  

 Opposing most of these values—literary, philosophical, and political—after 1817 

was Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Founded and edited through most of its early 

years by William Blackwood, who was already a successful publisher, Blackwood’s 

offered even more sarcastic and sometimes even libelous criticism, though it lampooned 

very different cultural targets. Among its early and crucial contributors were John Wilson 

(under the name of Christopher North), James Hogg, and John Gibson Lockhart. Its most 

prolific contributor, Wilson, was, in stark opposition to Jeffrey, so enamored of 

Wordsworth that he purchased his own home in the Lake District and spent many hours 

in intimacy with the man whose work Jeffrey had devastated in the first issue of the 

Edinburgh Review. Blackwood’s promoted passion and sentiment in literature, the Scots 

dialect, Scottish antiquarian culture, and Tory politics, and, as we have seen, also 

publicized German authors to its British readers.21  It was in almost every sense more 

congenial than its rival to the tastes of Robert Chambers, and after Hogg and Scott died in 

the first half of the 1830s, Chambers continued an intimate friendship with Wilson and 
                                                
20 Michael Fry, “Jeffrey,” DNB; Michael Fry, Edinburgh: A History of the City (London: Macmillan, 
2009), 273-275.  
21 David Finkelstein, “Wilson, John [Christopher North] (1785–1854),” Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Fry, Edinburgh, 276-277.  
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several in his family circle.22 When Wilson died in 1854, Chambers took a leading role in 

organizing and fundraising for the statue of him that went up on Princes Street in the 

1860s, where it remains today.23  

  Chambers’s treatment of politics in Walks in Edinburgh is mostly neutral and 

balanced. Chambers presented the city, perhaps with too much idealism, as an amiable 

and harmonious place. He stated in Walks in Edinburgh that the offices of Mr. 

Blackwood “form the lounge and resort of the principal Tory literati…. another Oracle of 

Criticism, perhaps equal in power, and by no means inferior in point of talent, to its great 

prototype, the Edinburgh Review.”24 On the southeast corner of Bank (probably what is 

now Old Bank Close) and Lawnmarket stood the shop of the clothiers David Bridges & 

Sons. This unlikely location, “to a greater extent than any coffee-room or bookseller’s 

shop in town” was the meeting place: 
of the most eminent men in literature, science, and the arts! True it is, that persons of all 
ranks, all parties, all professions, and of every degree of pretension to intellectual merit—
authors, actors, and artists—congregate daily here,—realizing, it may be said, in life, 
what is only to be confidently expected in the grave, a promiscuous and amicable 
assemblage of envied names, huddled closely together without jar or jealousy. Indeed, the 
various printed works of the Edinburgh literati do not stand more closely and peaceably 
on the shelves or counters of the booksellers, than the authors themselves stand, sit, and 
lounge, within the narrow walls of this singular cloth-shop.25 
 

James Hogg, “The Great Unknown,” actors and directors, lawyers, especially during 

Session-time, all gathered at what was then called by the nickname ‘The Corner.’ Amidst 

these various groups, the normal business of the shop went on, customers came and went, 

shop boys tended the wares, foreigners came in to buy their apparel along with the great 

literati who were ordering their stockings. “Thus, it is not unusual to see the most 

                                                
22 Chambers was intimate with James Frederick Ferrier, simultaneously Wilson’s son-in-law and nephew, 
and another son-in-law, William Edmonstone Aytoun, and also knew Wilson’s youngest brother, the 
zoologist James Wilson: see NLS Dep. 341/30; NLS Mss. 4934/116-121; NLS Dep. 341/32; NLS Dep. 
341/85/14; NLS Mss. 4714; NLS Acc. 13178-Volume 1. 
23 On the Wilson monument, see NLS Dep. 341/32; Blackwood papers: NLS Mss. 4109/8 (1855); NLS 
Mss. 4189 (1864) 199-200; Mss. 4197 (1865) 25-28; Assorted Chambers Correspondence: NLS Mss. 
40208.  
24 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 37. 
25 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 72. 
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opposite extremes of habit and character combined in the formation of one motley 

group.”26 Here were the oppositional currents of Edinburgh meeting and intermingling in 

one place, the shop like an eddy in a stream where the various intellectual and artistic 

classes merged their ideas, their sensibilities, and their affections. While the “last and best 

of Edinburgh’s provosts” stood contemplating the town, “a knot of Whig editors and 

other litérateurs, who find it impossible to come to any thing like a distinct conclusion 

upon some dark question of political economy” would gather in discussion.27 Mixed in 

with some laments against the moral and physical qualities of the very poor, which is 

more representative of British classism than political leaning, a few hints of an attitude 

against aristocratic privilege can certainly be found, as well: when Lord President Dundas 

did not want his door below street level, he had the street dip and then rise again in front 

of his house, and Chambers commented: 
It is painful to reflect upon the public good being thus sacrificed, for the temporary 
gratification of an individual; and it greatly enhances our chagrin, when we remember, 
that, as might have been anticipated, the intrusion of the commercial classes, soon after, 
rendered the house in question perfectly worthless as the residence of a gentleman.28   
 

It was not just wasteful spending such as this on the part of the Tories that would soon 

bankrupt the city, however, but projects backed by both Whigs and Tories.29   

 

 

 

                                                
26 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 75. For another not entirely incompatible view of Edinburgh politics at 
this time, see Henry Cockburn, Memorials of His Time, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Adam & Charles Black, 1856). 
27 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 76; from 1823-1825, the lord provost was Alexander Henderson of 
Press, of Peebleshire. Chambers was as likely to have been merely being politic as political in praising this 
man, but there is no reason Chambers would not have genuinely looked on Henderson with favor—whether 
our young author was then a Whig or a Tory or neither. For more on Henderson, see: Thomas B. Whitson 
and Dr. Marguerite Wood, eds., The Lord Provosts of Edinburgh, 1296-1932 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1932), 106-107. 
28 Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 232. 
29 The city was declared insolvent in 1833, due to “a combination of lavish expenditure, unfounded 
optimism, financial incompetence and a measure of ill luck,” much of it in relation to a development 
project of the Leith Docks, rather than outright corruption: “The History of Parliament Online—
Edinburgh,” accessed July 19, 2014, http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-
1832/constituencies/edinburgh.  
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The Liberal Tories in Edinburgh 

While Chambers continued to show little sign of partisan leanings or even political 

interest in the 1820s, in 1830 this changed. What evidence we have indicates that 

Chambers was sympathetic towards the conservative side on key issues of the time—or 

else that he cared little enough about such issues to lie by both omission and commission 

to gain personal advantage. In 1830, he became the editor of the conservative Edinburgh 

Advertiser, and remained so until 1832 when he joined with his brother to publish 

Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, which was aimed at educating and uplifting the middle 

and poorer classes. This seemingly schizophrenic switch needs to be addressed with some 

care. It is certainly possible that Chambers was merely being ‘strategic’ in expressing 

conservative sentiments, but without clear evidence for this, we need to explore what 

might have appealed to Chambers about the conservatism of the early 1830s, and whether 

some of the ‘Tory’ sentiments he may have held at that time remained with him later.  

 First it is important to consider that the Journal did not represent a threat to the 

established power or argue against traditional principles, especially in its early numbers.30 

It was decidedly nonpartisan and nonsectarian, but it still upheld traditional Scottish 

values, reporting on and celebrating mostly what was banal or positive in Scottish and 

British tradition, history, and current society. Therefore, as far as people’s papers go, it 

was at worst neutral to Tory interests, and its appeal to more than sectarian interest can be 

seen by its very broad readership. In addition, Chambers had always been involved in 

moral improvement and education for the people, through his library and bookshop, so 

there is no fundamental transition in the aims of the Journal from that of his previous 

work—throughout his adult life, Chambers was providing wholesome and affordable 

literature to the less wealthy classes. We must also keep in mind that what it meant to be 

a Tory during the 1820s in Scotland did not carry the same connotations that it would 

after 1832. No one yet knew how the radical experiment of widening the franchise would 

                                                
30 Early editions of the Journal contain articles supporting traditional religious beliefs (though without 
reference to specific church affiliations), and throughout its lifetime the Journal had very strict moral 
standards about the types of material it would publish. Anything that might be labeled ‘sensational’ was 
simply not permitted or was presented in a very moderate way. 
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work out—it was at that time a genuinely innovatory government scheme—and many 

who were skeptical at first were later won over and switched sides, particularly in 

Edinburgh when the reforms ended up being relatively mild.31 Chambers was among 

those who probably opposed passage of the Reform Bill yet eagerly voted for reforming 

candidates in the first election in which he was permitted to cast his ballot. Tory rhetoric 

was infused with patriotic, Romantic themes, with individual responsibility and morality, 

all of which were compatible with Chambers’s philosophical and cultural interests. 

 The liberalized Tory Liverpool administration that took power in Britain during the 

early 1820s received mostly favorable coverage from the Edinburgh liberal press, so if 

Chambers had any concern with national party politics during the 1820s, he would have 

had little problem with the national Tories he read about in his local papers, and Tories 

absolutely dominated local Edinburgh politics.32 It is important to look somewhat more 

closely at this ‘liberal Toryism,’ as it echoes important themes of this dissertation, and it 

will help show that there were continuities in Chambers’s politics between the 1820s and 

the 1830s. Gordon Pentland explains the reforms as Liverpool worked to save his 

administration by appealing to a new group of supporters: 
‘liberal Tories’…is a problematic term, which cannot be taken as descriptive of an 
established connexion or a party within a party. It does, however, retain validity in 
describing those Tories who inclined more towards the Smithian case for free trade and 
who were amenable to a degree of reform, not of the representation, but of other 
institutions. Privileging commercial and professional functions over political ones and 
wedded to the notion that political institutions themselves could not significantly improve 
the lot of the people, it was an ideology appealing to the middle class and gentry.  Indeed, 
Pitt’s promotion of men from these classes represented a deliberate attempt to dilute the 
influence of the high aristocracy in government.33  
 

                                                
31 “Those who opposed the [Reform] bill consistently represented it as a ‘speculative’ or ‘theoretical’ 
measure, and sought to highlight the manifold dangers of adopting such an approach to Britain’s political 
institutions” (Grordon Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity in Scotland, 1820-1832 
(Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2008), 91). This was even more forceful an argument in Scotland because they had 
been without any form of popular representation in the national government.  
32 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 56. Reforms that were looked upon favorably in 
Edinburgh included legal, economic, and patronage measures: see Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and 
National Identity, 56-61. 
33 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 54. 
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If Chambers was ever a Tory, he was likely one along these lines, and this is not at all far 

from many Scottish Whigs during the same period—as we shall see below. To be an 

Edinburgh Tory in the 1820s was not necessarily to associate with aristocratic privilege, 

and certainly not with religious intolerance.34 While the local government in Edinburgh 

was dominated by Lord Melville, according to Pentland: 
By the 1820s a change in terminology, largely resulting from Whig fragmentation during 
the French Wars, meant that those ‘Whigs’ who supported the government of Lord 
Liverpool, venerated the ideological legacy of Edmund Burke and William Pitt and 
inflexibly defended the Revolution-Hanoverian Whig regime were being labelled by their 
opponents as ‘Tories’ and had largely accepted this nomenclature.35  
 

If many of the late Enlightenment Scottish Whigs were now classed as Tories, they only 

accepted this designation because the Tories on the national scene had moved 

considerably towards them in policy rather than vice versa.  

 Those Whigs who still claimed that title in Edinburgh, however, were not all of a 

uniform strain. Many of the leaders were rather conservative relative to their English 

compatriots, and certainly had more in common with Edmund Burke and the liberal 

Tories than they had with radicals like Richard Carlile: 
Burke had argued against speculative reform by representing the constitution as having 
developed gradually over a period of centuries, and without human contrivance for 
systematic design. Its authority was derived from the fact that it was prescriptive in 
nature, susceptible of numerous adjustments to bring it into line with changing 
circumstances and altered habits of the people. It had, therefore, proved to correspond 
with the actual needs of society. This provided a compelling argument against innovative 
reform, on the basis that the aggregate wisdom and experience of many generations could 
not be overturned by the reason or intelligence of any individual…. By reconciling 
Burke’s approach with their own modernism, they furnished reform with ‘a more specific 
prescriptive content’, and allowed it to be presented as the product of irresistible 
historical progress. As such, reform was expedient, rather than speculative, and 
compatible with the essentially conservative principles expounded by Burke, something 
evinced by Jeffrey in his 1823 speech, when he exhorted his audience ‘to deviate as little 
as possible from those ancient forms under which the Constitution has been 
administered.’36 

                                                
34 Scott signed the Catholic Emancipation petition, and decried prejudice against Jews in the novel Ivanhoe 
(1820);  the Tory Sir William Rae was instrumental in its passage: see Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and 
National Identity, 61-73.  
35 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 10-11. 
36 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 12-13. 
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Such a Whig was not who Chambers was referring to in his “Vindication” piece, but it 

was one who would look kindly on what the Liverpool administration was doing on the 

national scene.37 Both Scottish Whigs and Scottish Tories supported Burkean moderation 

in innovation for government. As the 1810 Encyclopaedia Britannica put it: 
The moderate state Whigs are much in the same sentiments with the moderate Tories, and 
desire that the government may be maintained on the ancient foundation: all the 
difference is, that the first bear a little more to the parliament and the people, and the 
latter to that of the king.38  
 

L. S. Jacyna describes some of the unique characteristics of Whig politics north of the 

border: 
Scottish Whiggery was of a different character to its aristocratic English counterpart. It 
was more the property of professional men who gave a keen intellectual edge and a 
greater coherence to the eclectic Whig programme…. Their ethos eschewed, however, 
any form of narrow specialization…. Although overtly progressive, they none the less 
drew upon the ideas and ideals of ‘Old’ Whiggery.39 
 

Individuals who were more inclined to interests apart from politics may have had a hard 

time getting too excited about party designations at this time, and for historians to label a 

Scotsman of this period based on very limited evidence, or to put much emphasis on the 

significance of such affiliations, is problematic. 

 The main concerns of the Edinburgh Whig party in the 1820s were certainly of 

lawyerly interest, but not so much of popular appeal: the oligarchic municipal 

government structure, the way members of Parliament were elected, and the abuse in the 

Scottish county franchise.40 These issues affected those in government and those with 

government aspirations, but were not as obviously important to average citizens, 

especially before they had any say in the matter anyway. These were not issues 

reminiscent of the philosophical concerns that interested Chambers—and they were 

                                                
37 This element persisted even into the Reform era: Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 
85.  
38 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 4th ed., s. v. “Tories” (Edinburgh: Colin Macfarquhar and Andrew Bell, 
1810).  
39 L. S. Jacyna, Philosophic Whigs Medicine, Science and Citizenship in Edinburgh, 1789-1848 (London: 
Routledge, 1994), 5. 
40 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 14. 
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certainly not very romantic or sentimental. Since the city seemed to be advancing in 

importance, power, and wealth, it was not obvious to most in Edinburgh why they should 

oppose the status quo.  

 What the Tories maintained was at stake concerning some of these issues, though, 

was the semi-independence afforded by the Union of 1707, which was something that 

would be of concern to almost any Scotsman who listened to their side.41 The Tory 

argument against these local reforms was that altering the status quo could destroy 

important aspects of the little independence Scotland had retained, and England had been 

encroaching on Scottish judicial independence for several decades.42 The problem could 

be, as Sir Walter Scott wrote, like a “man, who died of taking physic to make him better, 

when he was already in health.”43 In one of the Whig James Abercromby’s more 

frustrated moments, he actually called for the Home Secretary to take over the Scottish 

administration, just to get it out of the hands of the Tory Melville, and this surely did not 

seem like an appealing solution to those with a genuine nationalist streak.44 Chambers, 

like Scott, would likely have had little sympathy for such a reactionary approach. And 

Jeffrey suggested that the progress Scotland had manifested since the Union was because 

of the English example as opposed to Scotland’s unique pre-Union characteristics 

preserved through the Union Settlement, which was a very ‘radical’ argument indeed in 

early 1830s Scotland.45  

                                                
41 Jim Smyth and Alan McKinlay, “Whigs, Tories and Scottish Legal Reform c. 1785-1832,” Crime, 
Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies, Vol. 15, No. 1 (2011), 111-132. 
42 A good example of an argument along these lines is Walter Scott’s argument under pseudonym: Malachi 
Malagrowther, Esq., A letter to the Editor of the Edinburgh Weekly Journal on the proposed change of 
currency, and other late alterations, as they affect, or are intended to affect, the Kingdom of Scotland, 3rd. 
ed. (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1826). He wrote two others as well that were also hugely popular, and 
all were reprinted in pamphlet form in multiple editions. Nationalistic arguments continued during the 
1830s reform debates, based on the idea of dangerous experiment trumping traditional and tested 
approaches to governance, which in Scotland’s case had proved very effective (Pentland, Radicalism, 
Reform, and National Identity, 91-95).  
43 Malagrowther, A letter to the Editor, 58. 
44 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 60; additional examples of similar calls and 
rhetoric on 134-135.  
45 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 96, 117. This attitude was not shared by later 
Whigs who were more sensitive to the nationalistic sentiments of their constituencies, and so would have 
been more congenial to Chambers’s sensibilities. 
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 Another reason Chambers might have been worried by some of the Edinburgh 

Whigs at this period was because of some of their allies: radicals and evangelicals. Along 

with the violent radicals involved in the Radical War and some of the uprisings in the 

early 1830s, other factions that were allied with the Whigs included atheistic Painite 

radicals, and Chambers had no use for this sort either—as Secord has ably demonstrated, 

Chambers became at best a moderate reformer who remained opposed to ‘radical 

demagogy’ throughout his later career.46 But perhaps even more disturbing to the young 

man with unorthodox religious ideals, a strong coterie of Whig supporters in the 1820s 

were evangelicals. Chambers was staunchly negative toward evangelicals from his youth 

onwards.47 It is not a far leap from a paternalistic state to a meddling clergy, especially in 

an officially Presbyterian country. In contrast to the evangelical Whigs who wanted an 

even stronger state church, the Tory lord advocate and MP Sir William Rae was an active 

reformer throughout the 1820s; he even reduced the consequences of convictions for 

blasphemy and sedition.48 Surrounded as Chambers was by what he considered a far from 

congenial religious climate—full of, in his mind, fervent, self-righteous, and enthusiastic 

                                                
46 Secord, Introduction, xx.  
47 In 1823, Chambers wrote to his friend, William Wilson, a newspaperman in Dundee: “Then again on 
Sundays, I am in a worse condition than ever. All the folks in Edinburgh are so ‘awfully’ religious that 
there is no such thing as seeing even those with whom you are most intimate on ilka days. The most part of 
them go to church and wear Sunday faces of peculiarly enormous length. If they at all indulge, it is in 
evening tea parties where they ask one another whom they ‘were hearing’ through the day, and what texts 
were expounded, and how they like ‘Master Gordon;’ and as these are questions which I would for the most 
part feel great difficulty in answering, I take good care to have nothing to do with such coteries” (NLS Acc. 
9699/94, letter from Robert Chambers to William Wilson). 
48 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 57. Rae, lord advocate in 1819, helped defuse the 
radical threat by reducing oppression against activists and arguing that their combinations could be legal 
under Scots law. He opposed the use of spies, provocateurs, and other subterfuge in dealing with the 
radicals. He also struck plea bargains with many and settled for just three representative martyrs for the 
cause when he could have called for many more. He was involved in a controversy when his role 
supporting a Tory paper, the Glasgow Sentinel, was uncovered during a trial over a duel fought concerning 
a libelous story in the paper—he prosecuted the paper’s representative who had killed the challenger 
nonetheless. MP to Harwich in 1827, he willingly served under Canning, which Melville refused to do. 
Melville retaliated for this in 1830 by refusing to appoint him chief baron of exchequer, which helped lead 
to Melville’s downfall. Rae was again lord advocate under Peel in 1834-35 and then again in 1841. He was 
also a good friend of Walter Scott’s, and led the cause for the Scott Monument, a project to which 
Chambers also contributed; see Michael Fry, “Rae, Sir William, third baronet (1769–1842),” Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).  



 183 

hypocrites—it is certainly not unreasonable that he might have feared an increase in 

democracy more than the continued moderate governance of the liberal Tories.  

 Under the Liverpool administration, and the popular rule of Edinburgh provost 

Alexander Henderson of Press, from Chambers’s home district of Peebleshire, reform 

was in the air without a need for any major change in government structure. The parties 

were becoming less polarized, and some in Edinburgh and beyond even began to hope 

that the end of factionalism was at hand.49 Henderson offered the very active Whig 

partisan Henry Brougham the Freedom of the City. And the national Tories, with Peel as 

Home Secretary and Rae and Melville cooperating in Scotland, promoted several Whig 

lawyers over Tory rivals—both because they were simply the better men for the job and 

in order to reduce the likelihood of their becoming staunch opponents.50 It is quite 

probable too that English Tories saw the Scottish Whig lawyers as on their side in some 

ways—the reformers in Edinburgh at this time were in favor of changing Scottish law to 

become more in line with English practices and precepts.51 Even Jeffrey saw the new 

government as the first step in an inevitable march of progress, which would result in the 

Whigs coming to power in Edinburgh.52 

 

Bringing Balance to Oppositions 

Aspects of such a conciliatory government as Liverpool’s likely would have been 

enormously attractive to Chambers, who sought to simultaneously occupy both sides by 

taking neither, and tried to find common ground amongst enemies. In the words of 

Blackwood’s,  “[truth] lies alternately in each extreme, passing imperceptibly from one to 

the other.”53 Chambers was friends at this time with both the Tory Walter Scott and the 

radical-leaning William Tait, and he had frequently written about the easy social 

                                                
49 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 59. 
50 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 58.  
51 See Malagrowther, A letter to the Editor, 10-12. 
52 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 59-60. And it seems in this case, though there was 
nothing inevitable about it, it did play out that way.  
53 “Edinburgh Election,” Blackwood’s, 868. 



 184 

discourse between members of different parties. It was the Tory James Hogg who hosted 

parties that manifested the egalitarian spirit of Scottish republicanism: 
the honest Shepherd was accustomed to signalize the last night of his abode in the inn by 
collecting a vast crowd of his Edinburgh friends, of all ranks and ages and coats, to form 
a supper party for the benefit of the house…. what a strangely miscellaneous company is 
found to have been gathered together! Meal-dealers are there from the Grassmarket, 
genteel and slender young men from the Parliament House, printers from Cowgate, and 
booksellers from the New Town [of whom Chambers and William were included]. 
Between a couple of young advocates sits a decent grocer from Bristro Street; and amidst 
a host of shop-lads from the Luckenbooths, is perched a stiffish young probationer, who 
scarcely knows whether he should be there or not, and has much the dread that the 
company will sit late…. If a representative assembly had been made up from all classes 
of the community, it could not have been more miscellaneous than this company, 
assembled by a man to whom, in the simplicity of his heart, all company seemed alike 
acceptable.54 
 

Walter Scott was another Tory who treated men of all classes on an interpersonal level 

according to the content of their character rather than the color of their coat. Within 

Chambers’s circle, the Tories of the 1820s more so than the Whigs represented a balance 

of oppositions—the flesh and blood example of an abstract, metaphysical position that 

would pervade the Chambers ‘opus’ in the coming decades. And they were not his 

‘masters’—they were his friends. This reflects the sentimental core of Chambers’s 

loyalties. 

 The cries of horror from the Scottish liberal press over Wellington’s election in 

1828 would have seemed to Chambers like more alarmism, and was proved so by the first 

two years of Wellington’s administration.55 In addition, the Whig celebration of the July 

Revolution in France in 1830 would have rubbed salt in old wounds—Chambers had 

maintained a very negative view of the French ever since his father’s financial troubles.56 

Financial problems in Glasgow and England that spurred more radical outcries, coupled 

                                                
54 Robert Chambers, “Candlemaker Row Festival,” in William Chambers, Memoir of Robert Chambers 
(Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1872), 229-231.  
55 The Wellington administration had allowed the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828 and the 
passage of Catholic Emancipation in 1829.  
56 William Allan hosted a meeting on the French situation, and Jeffrey and Cockburn spoke in celebration 
of the cause in August 1830: “Parliament Online—Edinburgh”; see also Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and 
National Identity, 74-79. 
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with a rise in heated evangelical anti-slavery meetings in Edinburgh, were factors that 

contributed to the Scottish Whigs finally organizing for genuine parliamentary reform in 

1830.57 Whatever happened seems to have pushed Chambers over a partisan edge. He 

took on the editor job for the conservative and fiercely anti-French Edinburgh Advertiser 

in that year, shortly after his marriage. Whether Chambers did this only because he 

needed the work to support his growing family or because he shared the Advertiser’s 

politics from the start is not discernable without additional evidence. Perhaps on a 

mission for the paper, Chambers took his first trip to England and displayed both his 

ambivalence toward progress and his patriotic Scots spirit: 
I left Liverpool in the evening by railway, and was quite astonished at the marvellous 
speed of that mode of conveyance. It communicates a sublime sensation. I hear it is not 
likely, after all, to pay; and well-informed people at Manchester believe that horses must 
eventually be substituted for steam on account of the expense. I saw the place where Mr 
Huskisson was killed…. Upon the whole, I have seen little in England as yet, to make me 
think less of my own country. I suspect our institutions are immensely superior, and that 
the people are so much better of them as to get ahead of the English in many respects.58 
 

It is no wonder that the Whig cries for Scotland to become more like England would have 

rung hollow in this man’s ears.  

 In March 1831, after the initial Reform Bill was defeated, violent mobs rioted in 

Edinburgh; and in Dundee activists took over the city for more than a day and troops had 

to be sent to restore order.59 The pieces printed during Chambers’s tenure at the 

Advertiser in support of the Tory cause and against the Reform Bill, were vicious and 

unapologetic. Blackwood’s also railed against all things Whig during this period, 

exempting the Advertiser, with Chambers at the helm, from its list of ‘beaks of the tiniest 

                                                
57 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 28-30.  
58 Norman MSS, Letter to Anne Chambers from Robert Chambers March 13, 1831; William Huskisson 
was a Liverpool MP that had his leg severed in an accident when he was run over by the “Rocket” steam 
engine; he died just a few hours after the accident. The incident was witnessed by both the Duke of 
Wellington and Sir Robert Peel, along with several others with whom Huskisson had earlier been riding in 
the ceremonial opening of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway in September 1830. For the disturbing 
details, see: James Scott Walker, An Accurate Description of the Liverpool and Manchester Rail-way, the 
Tunnel, the Bridges, and Other Works Throughout the Line: An Account of the Opening of the Rail-way, 
and the Melancholy Accident which Occurred (Liverpool: J. F. Cannell, 1830).  
59 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 98-99.  
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bantams’ who cheeped for Jeffrey in the 1831 election.60 Extensive quotes from pieces 

appearing in the Advertiser under the name ‘Senex,’ which were not likely written by 

Chambers, were reprinted in Blackwood’s, accompanied by elaborate praise.61 A letter to 

Sir Walter Scott indicates that whether Chambers wrote the ‘Senex’ articles or not, he 

seems to have at least partially agreed with them in spirit:  
The present political excitement…puts polite literature and all its interests at the wall; 
and some periodical publications which lately circulated to the amount of 16,000, are 
now down to a fourth of the amount. People formerly had a maxim, which history in all 
its ages showed to be good, that the great object of informed and civilized society was to 
keep the mob in check; but now the maxim is, that the government must reside in the 
mob. The people must be the constituency of their own government forsooth, and any 
aberration from an express representation of the popular voice in our legislature assuredly 
can no longer be tolerated. The fiend, say I, take all the fools who are now hurrying us on 
to revolution.62  
 

Such fools might have included Robert’s own brother, William. Edinburgh was rife with 

political strife in the months following the defeat of the Reform Bill, and William was 

responsible, as the representative to the Town Council for the Trades, for delivering the 

May 3rd petition in favor of Jeffrey’s candidacy to the Council chambers.63 Another 

massive riot followed when the nearly tied council election selected the Tory Robert 

Adam Dundas as MP for Edinburgh, and the minority Tory candidate, William Allan, 
                                                
60 “Edinburgh Elections,” Blackwood’s, 874. This might well have been at Chambers’s own request—he 
wrote to Blackwood, date unknown, to say: “Last month, the magazine threatened something against the 
revolutionary magazines. Let me hope that the Advertiser will be excepted from the list, if not alluded to 
directly as an exception. You will see from our paper of to-day what a vigorous stand we are making 
against the prevailing tide of radicalism. …such an allusion, in doing good to us, would do good to the 
cause. Many would be induced by it to change from other papers to us, and there is nothing, I am 
convinced, that will act upon radical newspapers but the loss of subscribers. If the Tories had half the 
virulent activity of the Whigs, they could not be so indifferent on this subject as they seem to be. Positively, 
conclusive dealing is not only fair but necessary” (NLS Mss 4714). Jeffrey lost this election by only three 
votes (out of thirty-three) to Robert Adam Dundas, William’s nephew: see “Parliament Online—
Edinburgh.” 
61 “Edinburgh Elections,” Blackwood’s, 867-900. 
62 NLS MSS 3917/156-157. Robert Chambers to Sir Walter Scott, 30 March 1831. It is certainly possible 
that all of this Tory-leaning rhetoric was ‘merely strategic’; he had written in his memoir: “In the course of 
life, especially commercial life, it is often necessary to smile on things which are at the heart unapproved; 
the fatal misfortune is, however, to enter through weakness into a sincere participation in such things and 
thus compromise real advantages for the sake of empty trifles” (NLS Dep. 341/29, 46). His implication 
here is much more about participating in social activities and other frivolous activities rather than anything 
political—he elsewhere maintains complete integrity on any issue of gravity.   
63 Chambers, A Long and Busy Life, 62-63; “Parliament Online—Edinburgh.”  
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who was also the lord provost, was almost thrown off the North Bridge in the ruckus.64 

The Edinburgh Weekly Journal of May 11, 1831 reported that the Blackwood’s office had 

been attacked and the windows broken out.65 Similar uprisings occurred in many other 

places in Scotland and England.66 Such behavior, along with the violence around Britain 

and the harm being caused directly to the publishing interests from which Robert gained 

his living, would have been very upsetting to any nonpartisan or even moderate in the 

cause, and it was this as much as the Reform Bill itself that troubled Robert—William 

even reported what regret he had concerning the unruly behavior, and many others voiced 

genuine concern about how far the unrest could go.67 Even among most Tories by this 

point, the idea of reform was in the air, but this type of ‘mob’ behavior was most 

ungentlemanly and indeed quite dangerous.68 The Whigs had at that point come down 

firmly on the side of the very people who committed these acts, and Robert seems to have 

felt up against the wall himself—especially as editor of the anti-Whig, anti-Radical 

Advertiser.  

 Most importantly, however, to understanding the likely objections Chambers 

might have had at this time to the Reform Bill is to consider the deeper philosophical 

issues that were at stake in this debate. Along with his general nonpartisan spirit, his 

individualism, his nationalist cultural interests, his religious biases, and his financial and 

safety concerns, Chambers’s fundamental philosophical mindset was tuned toward higher 

and more general truths and not toward quotidian political matters. Another young 

philosophical naturalist who was avidly against the Reform Bill was the naturalist 

Edward Forbes, who would be a friend of Chambers’s by the time he was writing 

Vestiges, and who with him would defend Samuel Brown’s alchemy in the early 1840s. 

                                                
64 “Parliament Online—Edinburgh”; Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 102. 
65 “Late Election Outrages,” Edinburgh Weekly Journal (May 11, 1831), 437.  
66 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 102-105.  
67 Chambers, A Long and Busy Life, 63; “Parliament Online—Edinburgh.” 
68 For the reform-minded sentiments of the Tories see: Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National 
Identity, 89. 
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Rev. Peter Colin Campbell, the Principal at Aberdeen University in 1861, looked back on 

Forbes’s objections to the Reform Bill in light of their shared humanist concerns: 
As in my own case, and that of many of our contemporaries, the indiscriminate abuse, the 
vulgar appeals to popular passion, the coarse contempt of men and things identified in 
our minds with all the greatness of our country, amid which the Reform Bill had been 
carried, had aroused in him a loathing dislike, a dread lest all that was truly great and 
ennobling in literature and science should be swept away by a barbarian irruption of low 
utilitarianism. 69 
 

This dread of ‘low utilitarianism’ related to Chambers’s later appeals against what he saw 

as the trivial insignificancies to which science had been reduced. Truth was only 

meaningful if it was connected to general and higher truths, rising above individual 

interests or individual facts—but only individual minds could reach for such 

transcendental heights. 

 

Improvement Becomes Political and Politics Get Personal 

Regardless of both the practical and philosophical fears that Chambers and others had 

concerning government innovations, the popular uprisings did not get much further out of 

hand, nor was the nobleness of Britain subsumed by utilitarianism; by the end of 1831, 

Tory dominance in Edinburgh was coming to an end. The result of all the disruption had 

apparently been, as Jeffrey had hoped, “to shake timid or moderate men, & fix more of 

the wavering with us.”70 The support of almost all in the middle and commercial classes 

in Edinburgh had gone to the Whigs, whereas they had predominantly held only the legal 

profession in the 1820s. While Robert may have been among the last in his social circle 

to make a switch to the reform side, in joining with his brother and many of his close 

friends in 1832, he was really following the political vicissitudes of his city and those of 

Britain at large in accepting what probably felt like an inevitable natural law of politics—

                                                
69 George Wilson and Archibald Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, F.R.S. (London: Macmillan and Co., 
1861), 147-148. 
70 Letter from Jeffrey to Cockburn 4 March 1831, Jeffrey Letters, Adv. MSS, 9.1.8, fo. 21: quoted in 
Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 89. 
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that it swing back and forth from one dominating worldview to another. Blackwood 

himself had implicitly suggested this in a piece on the 1831 troubles.71 

 Combined with the French situation, the rising calls from radicals and Whigs 

alike had been too much for Wellington as well, and, despite his previous tractability, he 

had come out adamantly against parliamentary reform.72 This signed his government’s 

death warrant. With serious calls for national change coming even from Scotland, there 

was a rising storm that even the ‘Iron Duke’ could not turn back; the English Reform Bill 

had passed the House of Commons in March 1831, by one vote, with Scotland’s own 

representatives two to one against it.73 This had served merely to encourage and incite the 

Edinburgh Whigs in their May motions. In October when the altered second Reform Bill 

was defeated by the House of Lords, more minor violence occurred in Edinburgh; much 

more importantly, however, two calm and civilized meetings of over 20,000 persons 

resulted in the support of a more moderate version of reform than the Whigs had 

previously demanded.74  

 While meetings held throughout Scotland during the precarious ‘Days of May’ in 

1832 explicitly threatened violence if the decision blocking reform the previous autumn 

was not overturned, the crowds remained relatively peaceful as the high politics played 

out in London. In June 1832, the English Reform Bill finally became law, and in July the 

Scottish Reform Act passed, giving the northernmost country of the Isles an actual 

representative franchise.75 In the 1832 national election, opened to over 6000 voters in 

Edinburgh for the first time, two Whig members were elected for Edinburgh, and an 

additional Whig was chosen in the new district of Leith, Portobello, Musselburgh, and 

                                                
71 “Edinburgh Elections,” Blackwood’s, 868.  
72 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 79.  
73 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 78-80, 98.  
74 “Parliament Online—Edinburgh.” This was in sharp contrast to the reaction in several major cities in 
England, where very destructive rioting went on for days, and militaristic unions threatening outright 
revolution became very vocal: see Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 113-114; Fry, 
Edinburgh, 300-302.  
75 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 118-123. 
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Fisherrow.76 Robert registered to vote in town council elections in 1832, and selected 

moderate, reforming candidates in council elections for which we have records—casting 

a ballot in 1833 for his own brother William; Thomas Grainger, railway engineer; and 

four others.77 There was nothing inherently un-Whig-like about opposing radical 

innovatory movements in the 1820s in Scotland, though by early 1830-1831 the tide was 

turning. Chambers seems to have been just a bit behind the majority of his rising middle-

class commercial brethren in making the switch from moderate conservative to moderate 

liberal—but in practice in Scotland until after the reform controversy these two positions 

were so close that giving them separate labels was almost meaningless.78 

 Despite his editorial job at a partisan magazine, Chambers had not taken a public 

stand in his own name, choosing to write anonymously as was typical for the political 

periodical press, so we cannot be sure how he really felt on many specific issues. But this 

changed in 1833 when politics touched Chambers’s inner circle directly. Chambers took 

a quite public place in a carriage beside William Tait on the latter’s release from the gaol 

after four days punishment for his ‘passive resistance’ to the Edinburgh Annuity Tax, and 

Chambers offered his name in public support for Tait. The arrest of the editor of Tait’s 

Edinburgh Magazine was almost certainly meant to set an example, but when he refused 

to pay the taxes when charged and allowed himself to be jailed, the situation backfired on 

the authorities and incited a mass public demonstration.  

 The Annuity Tax was one of the uniquely Scottish—in fact, uniquely 

Edinburgh—legal peculiarities that many of the Whig advocates would have liked done 

away with. It was hugely unpopular with the people who were obliged to pay it—

shopkeepers and homeowners throughout most of the city.79 Its history dated back to the 

                                                
76 “Parliament Online—Edinburgh.” Also see Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 87.  
77 Poll books for council members were open, and Robert’s votes were recorded. In addition to William 
and Grianger, he selected John Robertson, Thomas Blackie, John Duncan, and William Hatton, about 
whom little is known. They were all in the majority except the last (Edinburgh City Archives Poll Books, 
SL 143/1/1, 4th Ward).  
78 Pentland, Radicalism, Reform, and National Identity, 90.  
79 Despite Whig control of the Edinburgh Council and its seats of Parliament for many years after 1832, 
this tax was not abolished until 1860, and the measures put in place to replace it were themselves abolished 
in 1870: see Acts of Parliament, Act 23 & 24 Victoria, chapter 50, entitled “An Act to abolish the annuity 
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seventeenth century, when it was instituted by Charles I, and it had become widely 

unpopular by the 1830s. The tax levied six per cent on houses and shops in certain parts 

of Edinburgh, and the money collected was solely for the support of the established 

clergy. Many simply refused to pay. It was, according to Tait: 
hateful to the people, from almost every reason which can render an impost odious. It is 
considered a tax on conscience with many. It is a tax unknown in the Kirk Establishment, 
and peculiar to Edinburgh; unequal in its pressure; and arbitrary and irritating in the mode 
of exaction; and it is one which gives, as has been seen, power to the clergy to disgrace 
themselves and their profession, and wound the cause of Christianity.80  
 

The statute allowed civil authorities to impound and sell at auction (‘poinding’ and 

‘rouping’) the personal property of violators, and when that proved ineffective because 

no one would buy the goods, the government authorized the horning of violators. 

‘Horning’ was a Scottish legal mechanism to get around the Scots laws against 

imprisoning debtors—debts that went unpaid could be charged as acts of rebellion against 

the king for refusing to comply with his command to meet one’s obligations. 

Traditionally the enforcement of violations had been announced via the blowing of a horn 

three times, which resulted in the legal term for the practice.81  

 The already unpopular tax now took on an antiquated and barbarous aspect, as all 

of this resulted from the implicit authority of the Edinburgh clergymen themselves, since 

they were the ones benefiting from the payments. Paraphrased by Chambers, Tait 

expressed the outrage felt by many in his speech to the crowd of several thousand that 

gathered upon his release: 

                                                                                                                                            
tax in Edinburgh and Montrose, and to make provision in regard to the stipends of the ministers in that city 
and burgh, and also to make provision for the patronage of the church of North Leith,” and debate over the 
1870 Amendment abolishing 1860 measures can be found here: “Hansard—Annuity Tax Abolition 
(Edinburgh And Montrose, &C.) Act (1860) Amendment Bill,” accessed July 19, 2014,  
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1870/mar/04/annuity-tax-abolition-edinburgh-and. Not 
everyone in Edinburgh had to pay—Robert Chambers almost always resided in St. Cuthbert’s parish, 
residents of which were not included in the catchment area according to “The Passive Resistance of 
Edinburgh, to the Clergy-Tax,” Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 3, No. 18 (1833), 797 (note).  
80 “Passive Resistance,” Tait’s, 795.  
81 “Passive Resistance,” Tait’s, 795 (note). Horning was not ended officially until 1987: “89. The granting 
of letters of horning, letters of horning and poinding, letters of poinding and letters of caption shall cease to 
be competent” (Debtor’s (Scotland) Act 1987, accessed July 24, 2015, 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1987/18/pdfs/ukpga_19870018_en.pdf).  
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Conceive, gentlemen, Dr Brewster handing off a poor widow to seizing the humble 
domestic utensils of a poor widow, and exhibiting them for sale at the Cross: this he 
virtually does, when he sanctions others in doing it. (Laughter and Cheers.) Conceive the 
learned Dr Horning, as he is now called, (Immense Laughter.) coming up to a man on the 
street, touching him on the shoulder, and ordering him away to jail, without allowing him 
a moment’s time to make the necessary arrangements in his own business: this, 
gentlemen, Dr Horning actually did in my case, though he pretended to do it by the hands 
of another person. (Cheers)…. How different all this from the meek precepts of 
Christianity! How different from the conduct of the Apostle Paul, who, rather than be 
chargeable to those he preached to, told them that with own hands he would still maintain 
himself! How different from the conduct of the amiable founder of the religion! Can you 
conceive, gentlemen, that Jesus Christ would have ever ordered roupings or captions, or 
executed such unholy deeds either directly or indirectly?82 
 

It is no wonder that Chambers felt moved to get involved in this issue, since not only was 

his good friend in the middle of it, but the whole sordid business spoke directly to one of 

his major concerns—the hypocrisy of the clergy and upholding the true spirit of 

religion.83 While Chambers did allow his person and his name to come forward in this 

case, he was not often involved in such public affairs. He sometimes worked behind the 

scenes on causes he cared about or wrote articles for the Journal in support, but he was 

not a very public person on controversial political issues.  

 Other concerns that Chambers got directly involved with include secularizing 

education, and repealing the Corn Laws and the Paper Duty, the latter a measure that hurt 

both himself and his customers.84 Two of Chambers’s best friends from the mid-1830s 

onward, Alexander Ireland and William Ballantyne Hodgson, helped found the “National 

Public School Association” in Manchester in 1847, a movement to secularize schools, 

which was supported also by George Combe, and most of the Radicals and Liberals 

during the 1840s and ’50s. Hodgson especially was very active in politics, but Chambers 

                                                
82 Alice Bemis Taylor Collection, Ms 0145 ��� Robert Chambers, Letter from Robert Chambers to William 
Tait, summer 1833; “Passive Resistance,” Tait’s, 798.  
83 This was a family cause as well—Chambers’s brother, William, had written a series of articles against 
various financial abuses in the State-Church relationship in 1831 (while Chambers was still working for the 
Edinburgh Advisor), one of which was a vicious attack on the this tax: Chambers, Chapel-Royal—History 
of the Burgh Debt (full reference, Note 18 above).  
84 NLS Dep.341/112/49, letter from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland Feb. 8 1850 references going to 
London to see Lord John about the Paper Duties. On free trade, see Chambers, Memoir, 335. Also see NLS 
Dep. 341/110/235-236, letter to Alexander Ireland from Robert Chambers, date unknown. 
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was closer with the more metaphysically-minded Transcendentalist, Alexander Ireland, 

probably one of his two best friends throughout his life (the other being Combe’s 

nephew, Robert Cox).85 Chambers advocated secular schools in his Journal, and wrote to 

Ireland about his opportunity to see Richard Cobden and William Johnson Fox speak in 

Covent Garden in 1845.86 His private views of Cobden, though, were not entirely 

positive, and in a later letter in 1853, he wrote about his attitude toward party 

compromises. Although he said that he admired Cobden’s and Bright’s speeches more 

and more, he still thought: 
there is a little danger, and believe that many think so—so I lament that they hold all to 
be an interested [alarm?] of the clubs. I don’t know if it is [morally?] possible for men to 
make a great impression, and yet discriminate the nice shades of cases—probably not; but 
my mind is so set upon finding the exact truth, that I never can entirely relish sweeping 
oratory like that of our two Manchester politicians. I suppose God appoints great minds 
of their kind to accomplish certain ends, and were they other than they are, the thing 
would not be done.87 

 
The problem—in both politics and religion—was with party spirit interfering in ‘exact 

truth.’ This theme runs throughout Chambers’s work, though it is complicated 

substantially by his ideas concerning ‘general’ truth in his scientific reasoning. This is the 

position of a philosophical idealist, not a party politician. It is also reflected in his deep 

aversion to the compromises and failures of Lord John Russell’s administration in 1848.  

                                                
85 Alexander Ireland was the mediator for the publication of Vestiges—Chambers sent the manuscript, 
proofs, letters, etc., for every edition to him in Manchester, and Ireland forwarded them on to the London 
publisher. Of course, the communication went both ways, always via Manchester—demonstrating without 
any doubt considering how much correspondence this surely involved that Ireland was a very good friend. 
He was not, however, the only one trusted with the secret. 
86 Dep. 341/113/56-57, letter from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, no date, but likely the second 
half of June of 1845 when this event took place.  
87 NLS Dep. 341/112/101-104 From Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, Feb 8, 1853. Chambers knew 
Bright personally, though mostly through Ireland; he informed his friend: “We had John Bright and his 
sisters dining with us yesterday and liked them all very much. I had them through the Old Town and also 
the printing office on Monday. It was a great pleasure to see such interesting persons as they, but 
particularly as they are your friends” (NLS Dep. 341/113/52-53 From Robert Chamber to Alexander 
Ireland, 1845?). In 1849, Chambers wrote that he thought John Bright’s speech would have great impact on 
the English—that Bright had ‘the true explanation of the Irish mystery’ (NLS Dep. 341.112/64-65 Letter 
from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, Oct 31, 1849). Chambers wrote: “There was lately a very 
clever and I think just article on Mr Cobden in the Weekly Dispatch (I think), and now I see a basely unjust 
one in my friend Mr Glashan’s Dublin W. Magazine” (NLS Dep. 341/113/106-107, letter from Robert 
Chambers to Alexander Ireland, 1853?). 
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 The issue of a need for a resistance to party spirit, which was often fickle and 

unreliable, can be seen to undergird some of Chambers’s Tory sympathies, and remained 

a concern even in his private thoughts on the aristocracy in his later career. The value he 

saw in them was their ability to avoid the pressure of popular whims in making decisions, 

an argument often brought to the fore in Tory rhetoric: 
The extreme gauche politicians who decry our aristocratic institutions are not in all 
instances aware of the great merits which belong to many of the nobility. The value of an 
aristocracy lies, as many of us know, not purely in the personal accomplishments and 
abilities of the men, but to a great degree in the applomb [sic] of an institution not liable 
to be blown about by every wind of doctrine and forms a sort of court of appeal and 
redress to soften the hard action of the majority in the more popular parts of the 
constitution.88  
 

While appreciating this ideal ability to be put the public interest above personal gain, 

Chambers shared Disraeli’s and many others’ dissatisfaction with the manner in which it 

was actually carried out (or more often how it wasn’t). And this private note is in no way 

representative of the main thrust of Chambers’s writings in his later adult life on 

aristocratic privilege—still, it reflects that the tensions in his politics were ongoing 

throughout his life.89  

 According to a letter from George Combe to Hewett Cottrell Watson, Chambers 

had suggested in a conversation that all wages must cease and every person involved in 

an enterprise should have a share in the profits.90 While this sounds rather radical, it must 

be tempered with other things Chambers said, and how he actually ran his own business. 

In private notes to himself, he called Communism “a mere speculation in political 

economy” to indicate that its fearful implications should be defused, but thought it wholly 

self-defeating that its supporters should make themselves out to be atheists.91 He called 

the aims of the People’s Charter of 1838 “perfectly legitimate,” but said the people who 

                                                
88 NLS Dep. 341/42, 17-18, probably from 1852, indicated by surrounding entries, but the notebook 
contains specific dates from 1848-1859, and this entry is not itself dated.   
89 Chambers wrote in a private letter to Alexander Ireland, date unknown but in the 1840s from other 
context: “Devil take the preference which land always has in our country for payment of its dues. I hope to 
see the day when this will go after the Corn Laws” (Dep. 341/110/235-236).  
90 NLS MSS 7391/477-478, from George Combe to Hewett Cottrell Watson, 24 June 1848. 
91 NLS Dep. 341/42, 1 (1848). 
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promoted it had made themselves, needlessly, appear as “ruffianly anarchists.”92 So 

Chambers’s social theories were very liberal, while his attitude toward political action 

was far more moderate.93 He wrote, “It seems to be the first difficulty which a cause has 

to meet and overcome—the folly of its own supporters.”94 In the tumultuous political 

uprisings of the 1820s through 1840s, ideological commitments would often find 

themselves in conflict with political strategies, and persons might choose their party 

sympathies based on the latter rather than the former. What the actual practices Chambers 

maintained in his business reveal is that he was a generous and progressive, but not 

radically progressive, manager by the standards of the times. The list of rules for 

employees at the printing house, which was posted in the workroom for all to see, show 

that he was a considerate and paternalistic but certainly not a socialist employer.95 In fact, 

it was a dispute with David Page over partnership rights—with William and Robert 

refusing to give this trusted confidant and editor an ownership interest—that led to the 

only revelation of the authorship of Vestiges by someone with first-hand knowledge 

during the Chamberses’ lifetimes.96  

 Chambers was encouraged by the moderate Macaulay and Jeffrey Whigs to run 

for lord provost of Edinburgh in 1848. They hoped to prevent the evangelicals’ preferred 

                                                
92 NLS Dep. 341/42, 1 (1848).  
93 As were his actual actions on such issues, demonstrated in a letter home to his wife on August 6, 1842, 
from the luxurious Fingask Castle where he so often visited the landed Threiplands; having witnessed a 
large meeting by a group of people in Dundee begging for public assistance, he wrote “It was curious, 
beside this great mass of starving human beings, to see the open shops of fruiterers, confectioners, and 
other ministers of [?], as gay and as full of their various commodities as ever—and also to see elegantly 
dressed ladies going about the streets as usual. What a curious thing our social system is!” His very next 
sentence is that he arrived at Fingask in time for dinner and songs—without a hint of irony that I can detect: 
see Norman MSS.  
94 NLS Dep. 341/42, 2 (1848). 
95 NLS Acc 13178-File 7; the rules were strict though by the standards of the times they were reasonable. 
Among the stipulations were that workers were required to arrive at 6:30 a.m. and leave at 7:00 p.m. on 
weekdays, but they were allowed one hour each for both breakfast and dinner during the 12.5-hour day. On 
Saturdays work was from 6:30-2:00 with a break for breakfast only. On all days, women employees were to 
arrive and leave ten minutes prior to the men. Fines were issued for tardiness, offensive language, and other 
minor infractions, but the money collected was used to provide a lending library for the employees.  
96 See Secord, Victorian Sensation, 395-397. Page made his ungentlemanly announcement in 1854 and it 
was published in England and Scotland. But there was not much noise about it—even though it upset 
Chambers and his brother very much: see NLS Dep. 341/32.  
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and more liberal candidate, William Johnston, from being elected. 97 After their first 

choice, the Tory Sir Adam Hay, refused to stand, Chambers initially acquiesced to be put 

forward. Chambers withdrew his name, however, when it was brought forth in the 

evangelical magazine Witness as the suspected author of Vestiges.98 To withdraw from 

the race suited Chambers just fine—he was simply not a very political animal—and even 

if he had been, this brush with danger on the issue of his parentage of Vestiges probably 

ensured he would not make any further attempts at public office. George Combe wrote 

that Chambers did not ever have much of a chance anyway, because he was rumored 

around town to be a Socinian and a Unitarian, which were not politically viable positions 

to hold in Edinburgh at that time.99  

 Chambers’s charity work over the years related to moderate self-improving 

causes: working men’s charities, helping individuals in whom he had a personal interest, 

philosophical and scientific educational projects, public monuments to honor great men 

(including the Tories Walter Scott and John Wilson), and promoting the self-help and 

very bipartisan ‘Life Assurance’ movement. Such a focus on self-reliance was as much 

Whig as Tory during the nineteenth century, and had deep roots in Chambers’s own life 

history. William Chambers, a man of reform throughout his life, wrote in 1872 in his 

‘Prefatory Note’ to a memoir of himself and Robert, “if a perusal of the narrative serves 

in any degree to inspire youth with notions of self-reliance, along with a hopeful 

dependence on Providence when pressed by adverse circumstances, I shall be more than 

recompensed.”100 The goal was always self-reliance instead of either government or 

aristocratic dependency, and this ethic and purpose undergirded many Whig and Liberal 

projects throughout the nineteenth century. William reported after Robert’s death: 

                                                
97 See Secord, Victorian Sensation, 293-296, for a more detailed treatment of this controversial election.  
98 “Advertisement. An Elector’s Objections to Mr Robert Chambers,” Witness, 1 (Nov. 1848), 3; cited in 
Secord, Victorian Sensation, 294-295; Secord points out that the views in this letter did not represent all of 
those of its editor, the geologist Hugh Miller. 
99 NLS MSS 7391/570-571, letter from George Combe to Catherine Crowe, 2 November 1848.  
100 William Chambers, “Prefatory Note,” Memoir of William and Robert Chambers (Edinburgh and 
London: W. & R. Chambers, 1884), v-vi.  
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At one time, as has been seen, he edited a newspaper in the old Conservative interest but 
his politics were of a mild type; and latterly he was numbered among the friends of social 
progress within sound constitutional limits. On few things was he more resolute than in 
upholding the principles of free trade, the opposition to which, particularly as regards the 
free importation of corn and other elements of food, he considered to be not only a 
prodigious economic blunder, but a great national crime.101 
 

But Chambers’s recollections of his childhood home late in life include a few lines that 

display a balance of political tensions that continued in later years:  
Our little burgh was nominally under the care of a council of seventeen persons; but in 
those days of unawakened intelligence, before people learned that they were so miserably 
oppressed as they afterwards discovered themselves to be, the provost was generally able 
to carry every thing his own way.102 
 

The note of sarcasm running through this may not have been entirely in jest, and lest we 

think he meant this rule of the provost as inevitably a bad thing, Chambers reported that 

the well-respected Dr. John Reid served this role for a very long time under these 

conditions. Still, Chambers also said, “there were occasional inlets of Whig light into the 

dark recesses of the Council,” and one of these was his father’s good friend, Mr. Smibert, 

the Whig town Provost in 1808, from whom Chambers learned about astronomy for the 

first time.103   

 While most of his closest associates throughout his later decades were reforming 

Whigs, Liberals, and radicals, Chambers maintained close personal relationships with 

dozens of Tories throughout his life, and these included some of his most intimate 

friends. Along with his early association with Sir Walter Scott and James Hogg and his 

long association with John Wilson, he befriended the Threiplands at Fingask Castle in the 

late 1820s and continued an intimate association with them for decades.104 During the 

1840s and 1850s, he traveled across Scotland with David Milne, an open opponent of the 
                                                
101 Chambers, Memoir, 335. 
102 NLS Dep. 341/74, 59. 
103 NLS Dep. 341/74, 58. 
104 NLS Acc 7001 Letter from Robert Chambers, Jan. 5, 1849, Edinburgh, stated that the Tory Thrieplands 
were some of his dearest friends on earth, and he wrote The Threiplands of Fingask: A Family Memoir in 
1858. He also wrote a poem, “To Fingask,” in 1836, and another in 1844, “On the Misses Threipland going 
to see the Queen at Blair,” which is critical of the keepers of the ladies becoming ‘votaries of the 
Brunswick name’ and ‘even you must bow at Vicky’s feet’ (NLS Dep. 341/81, NLS Dep. 341/65); it seems 
to just be a poem written in jest in a Jacobite style but not representing Chambers’s true sentiments. 
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reform activities of the early 1830s, on geology expeditions after publishing Vestiges. 

During the writing of Vestiges, he became intimate with the ultra-Tory yet “improving” 

provost, Sir Hugh Lyon Playfair.105 He published in Tory publications on occasion 

throughout the 1830s.106 Chambers also maintained his interest in antiquarian subjects, 

which Secord associates with Tory interests, throughout his Edinburgh career as well, 

serving as the chair and sometimes president of the Antiquarian Society in the 1850s and 

frequently contributing papers.107 One of the last books Chambers wrote, the antiquarian 

Book of Days, begins with the following somewhat conservative sentimentality: 
It was stated to be the desire of the Editor—while not discouraging the progressive spirit 
of the age, to temper it with affectionate feelings toward what was poetical and elevated, 
honest and of good report, in the old national life; while in no way discountenancing 
great material interests, to evoke an equal activity in those feelings beyond self, on which 
depend remoter but infinitely greater interests; to kindle and sustain a spirit of patriotism, 
tending to unity, peace, and prosperity in our own state, while not exclusive of feelings of 
benevolence, as well as justice, towards others. It was desired that these volumes should 
be a repertory of old fireside ideas in general, as well as a means of improving the 
fireside wisdom of the present day.108 
 

Chambers was instrumental in working with many Tories during the 1850s and ’60s to 

get the John Wilson monument put up in Edinburgh to honor his Tory friend, and to 

solicit the Peel government for support of an annuity for Burns’s destitute sister, Mrs. 

Begg.109 On Peel’s sudden death in 1850, Chambers wrote in his personal journal, “The 

                                                
105 For Chambers’s relationship with Milne, see NLS Mss. 3813, 147-151; NLS Mss. 3925, 297-305, NLS 
Dep. 341/6, NLS Dep. 341/88/73, NLS Dep. 341/98/6, NLS Dep. 341/110/197, from Chambers to A. 
Ireland, Sep. 23/46, NLS;. For Chambers’s thoughts about “The Major,” Hugh Lyon Playfair, see the 
article, “A Day in St Andrews,” Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal Vol. 1, No. 3, New Series (Jan. 24, 1844) 
40-42.  
106 See the poem, Robert Chambers, “To a Little Boy,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Vol. 38, No. 
237, July 1835, 70, for one post-Journal example. 
107 NLS Dep. 341/98/67: January 14, 1850 from Daniel Wilson to Robert Chambers on Hall of 
Antiqiuaries Stationary, inviting him to meeting; in 1848, he solicited David Brewster’s help in putting 
together an archaeological meeting in St. Andrews: NLS Mss 5174/4, from David Brewster to Robert 
Chambers, Esq. June 6, 1848; frequent references to his attending Antiquarian Society meetings in NLS 
Dep. 341/30, NLS Dep. 341/32, and NLS Dep. 341/33.  
108 Robert Chambers, The Book of Days, a miscellany of popular antiquities, Vol. 1 (London and 
Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1863), (1st page, unnumbered).  
109 NLS Acc.10097/1/24 From Robert Chambers to Robert Carruthers, Edin Aug. 1, 1842, and NLS 
Acc.10097/1/32 From Robert Chambers to Robert Carruthers, Edin Aug 17, 1844 each reference money 
promised from the state purse for the support, and that Mrs. Peel would set up an annuity for Mrs. Begg’s 
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dire intelligence of the death of Sir R. Peel the preceding evening.”110 Whether he 

counted himself among them or not, like many Peelites, Chambers likely voted with the 

newly formed Liberal Party in the 1850s and 1860s.  

 

The Balance of Power between Science, Religion, and Politics 

Chambers was never a person who chose his friends or his enemies based on politics, and 

his forays into political issues were with very few exceptions indirect. My main point has 

been to show how complicated, nuanced, and localized were the political entanglements 

for this one unique individual who became an evolutionist to show that broad 

generalizations about political tendencies cover a reality that is far messier than such 

generalizations imply.  I can, and will as I explore the book, point out how the political 

tensions that Chambers balanced in his mind sometimes correlate with and even may 

have shaped his scientific ideas. But that will only provide insight into certain aspects of 

its content, and not those most important to either Chambers or to the reception it 

received. There is certainly no direct mapping of Chambers’s politics onto the pages of 

his ‘opus’—and the issues the book addresses are more complicated than a predominantly 

political approach can thoroughly explain. I argue that a primary focus on the political 

factors, especially in terms of party interests or affiliations rather than broader societal 

goals, has tended to discount or demean other more important elements—such as 

religious and philosophical issues, as well as ‘old-fashioned’ intellectual matters internal 

to science.  

                                                                                                                                            
daughter. Chambers had gathered £210 for Mrs. Begg over several months while he was working on 
Vestiges, and by 1844 he had garnered £405; on the Begg annuity: “it is rather remarkable that not a single 
literary man in Scotland gave me anything” (NLS Acc.10097/1/32). George Thomson, the vocalist John 
Wilson, Carlyle, and the Hon. C. A. Murray were the most helpful in bringing in money for the Begg cause. 
NLS Dep.341.94/11 From Shelton Mackenzie to Robert Chambers Nov. 30 1844 informed Chambers that 
after his notice of the difficulties of Mr Peach [the British naturalist Charles William Peach], Lady Peel had 
bestowed a pension on his wife, and Sir R. Peel also got Mackenzie’s son a job as a clerk. Chambers was 
not uncritical of Peel, however, and in Feb. 1845 he wrote: “The deep dodge Peel has after all disappointed 
us about the Paper Duty” (NLS Acc.10097/1/33 From Robert Chambers to Robert Carruthers, Edin. Feb 
17/45). For more on the Wilson Monument, see NLS Dep. 341/32 Robert Chambers Journal dating 1853-
1857, and NLS Mss 4109/8—from Robert Chambers at Liverpool, Jan 21/55, to John Blackwood, and NLS 
Mss 4123/21-22, NLS Mss 4189 (1864) 199-200, and NLS Mss 4197 (1865) 25-28. 
110 Dep. 341/30, “Journal of RC, March 1850-April 1852,” July 3, 1850 entry.  
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 Along with Secord’s initial dichotomous construction of the politics of Vestiges, 

others have assumed straightforward radical or at least uncomplicated modern 

progressive political readings. Vestiges was clearly intended to sever the hold of 

traditional religion and even unsettle deeply engrained class structures (even going so far 

as diminishing the distinction between human and animals), yet Secord has shown that 

still the book was broadly received as representing the “antidemocratic politics of 

aristocratic authority.”111 The fact, which Secord has so eloquently and persuasively 

demonstrated, that different readers interpreted Vestiges in so many different ways, 

however, can be explained best by understanding that its creator actually held many 

views that were in logical tension with each other; since these tensions sometimes found 

their way onto its pages, they allowed readers to pick and choose what fit their own 

personal biases. The oppositional elements in Vestiges reflect Scottish dilemmas, both 

political and broadly cultural, so its science and politics are better seen to have been 

washed in the same general cultural fount rather than the latter in some sense reducing to 

the former. The concept of progress presented in Vestiges has its roots in Scottish 

Enlightenment theories of history and origins, along with Calvinist ideas about moral 

improvement, more so than it does in Whig political economy. Change is constrained 

(one could say constitutional), limited, and teleological toward a specific and directed 

aim—it is not, as Darwin’s theory would be, open-ended. The views it presents are a step 

away from the hierarchical, static natural history of the eighteenth century, but only a 

step—it was not a sudden rupture or a dichotomously different perspective. It displays the 

difference between a steady-state and a dynamic equilibrium, but the equilibrium is still 

the key. The development theory is analogous to the growth of an organism applied to all 

of creation—so change is always within limits set from the initial fertilization, with the 

effect of the environment only able to move an organism toward a pre-ordained end.  

 The politics of evolution has been a historiographical theme of some importance, 

so keeping Chambers’s politics in mind as we move forward is certainly worthwhile. 

Adrian Desmond’s powerful and extensively researched The Politics of Evolution took 
                                                
111 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 178.  
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the study of some of the concepts in the air from the debates surrounding evolution 

during the decades before Darwin’s Origin in a new direction.112 While Desmond’s work 

does excellent service in showing the interrelationships that can be forged between 

political ideologies and scientific theories, his conclusions sometimes go too far and his 

generalizations lead to serious confusions. His overall argument is that theories favorable 

to the evolutionary viewpoint were resisted or promoted by many in the 1820s, ’30s, and 

’40s not because of evidence or concepts internal to science, or even because of 

theological concerns directly, but rather mainly due to political considerations, economic 

interests, and strategies for gaining or holding personal authority. Desmond asks, “Could 

it be that the sorts of evolutionary sciences openly imported from France into Britain at 

this time were not so much unworkable or old-fashioned (as the gentlemen—and later 

historians—maintained), but that they had disturbing social and political associations?”113 

I argue that this is a misguided question, since there is no necessary dichotomous choice 

to be made here, and internal scientific as well as religious factors were definitely crucial 

to the rejection and acceptance of evolution regardless of any political implications those 

ideas may have held.  

 Desmond’s desire to “treat all the rival sciences equally by looking at their 

different embedding contexts” has led him to ignore or downplay factors of crucial 

relevance to developing a truly comprehensive and integrated understanding of the 

complex interrelationships of science and society—often factors that were shared 

                                                
112 Desmond’s political approach has colored many later histories of evolution, and the interpretation of 
Vestiges particularly. Because Desmond’s is the most widely read book concerned with the context of 
evolutionary ideas in the period before Darwin, his interpretation of how Vestiges fits into the picture 
continues to be promulgated. Piers Hale’s new book, Political Descent, is the latest to take on the politics 
of evolution, and many of his statements about Vestiges imply that politics was the main factor involved in 
its reception. To take just one example of many: “Of course, while speculative works like Vestiges were 
considered beyond the pale of good scientific endeavor, this was not so much because the work was 
perceived to be political, but rather because it was perceived to be associated with the wrong kind of 
politics” (Piers J. Hale, Political Descent: Malthus, Mutualism, and the Politics of Evolution in Victorian 
England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 14-15). He also explicitly states that politics were 
more important than religion in considerations concerning evolution: “Certainly, conservative Anglicans 
railed against the theological heterodoxy of transmutation and its suggestion of man’s animal origins, but it 
was the political challenge they feared most” (Hale, Political Descent, 12). 
113 Desmond, Politics, 2.  
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‘embedding contexts’ for all the players.114 He argues that the “causes and reasons why 

each held a particular view” are best looked for in their politics and other social aspects, 

because he believes that there are direct links between “someone’s implicit social views 

and explicit polished science.”115 While I agree that sometimes this is the case and this 

connection should always be considered, each case must be taken on its own merits, and I 

do not find political considerations paramount in the Vestiges story. 

 Desmond implicitly elides the abstractions of transcendental zoology with ideas 

about actual descent in evolution, and he creates several categories of correlations 

between anatomical theories and political aims that I find problematic.116 His categories 

are often inconsistent and do not correlate well, especially not among those who actually 

espoused evolution. Desmond suggests that, “A glimpse at the Edinburgh University 

medical graduates who accepted the natural birth of new species certainly suggests that a 

political connection must be made.”117 He names Robert Knox, Robert Grant, Hewett 

Cottrell Watson, and Patrick Matthew to make his point, characters who reappear 

throughout the story, and the other issues he includes led this reader to wonder why 

politics is the connection he sees as most relevant in their relationship: 
The common denominator, of course, is that all these were political radicals and scientific 
materialists, all committed to sweeping social reform. They were all atheists or deists…. 
And in a decade of radical demands for the separation (or ‘disestablishment’) of the 
Church from the state, their venom was reserved for the Anglican placemen inside 
science and out.118  
	  

Desmond here lumps Edinburgh-trained men who supported evolution into one common 

grouping—‘political radicals.’ This is untenable because these men in fact held very 

diverse political views.119 Knox became blatantly anti-progressivist (without changing his 

                                                
114 Desmond, Politics, 374.  
115 Desmond, Politics, 23.  
116 The very title is misleading, since the majority of characters in Desmond’s story were not even 
transformationists. 
117 Desmond, Politics, 5. 
118 Desmond, Politics, 5-6. Why the Scotsmen on this list, especially Matthew, who never resided in 
England, would have reserved their anger for Anglican placemen, is left unexplained.  
119 This is typical of Desmond’s extremely loose use of categories—the term ‘radical’ in the book could 
denote someone who holds political, religious, or scientific views outside some vague and undefined 
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commitment to Geoffroy’s ideas), Watson was in many ways moderate and sometimes 

even conservative, and Matthew, a genuine ‘R’ Radical, was an adamant imperialist who 

presaged some of Darwin’s Malthusian doctrines of competition in terms much closer to 

social Darwinism than anything Darwin himself ever wrote.120 Despite this diversity, 

Desmond often associates the ‘radical’ evolutionists he discusses vaguely with a politics 

that did not support Malthusian doctrines, and did not believe in ‘culling the weak,’ but in 

raising all boats through cooperation.121 He argues that between the ‘Malthusianism’ of 

the Whigs and the genuine socialists there were a variety of positions swimming with 

evolutionary ideas; but since there were also Tories and Whigs who were evolutionists, 

some of them Malthusian and some not, the significance of the political connections 

                                                                                                                                            
mainstream. A frequent technique in Desmond’s argumentative style seems to be to continually repeat 
things without offering any actual examples, reminding this reader of John Herschel’s 1836 recollection in 
a letter referencing the great moon hoax of Dr. Johnson’s dictum: “that there was nothing, however absurd 
or impossible which if seriously told a man every morning at breakfast for 365 days he would not end in 
believing” (Steven W. Ruskin, “A Newly Discovered Letter of J. F. W. Herschel Concerning the ‘Great 
Moon Hoax,’” Journal of the History of Astronomy, xxxiii (2002), 73).  
120 On Knox’s anti-progressivism, see Desmond, Politics, 73-74 and Evelleen Richards, “A Political 
Anatomy of Monsters, Hopeful and Otherwise: Tertaologeny, Transcendentalism, and Evolutionary 
Theorizing,” Isis, vol. 85, no. 3, 377-411; for Matthew’s imperialistic and evolutionary tendencies, see 
Patrick Matthew, “Appendix,” On Naval Timber and Arboriculture; with Critical Notes on Authors Who 
Have Recently Treated the Subject of Planting (Edinburgh: Adam Black, 1831), 363-391. For Watson’s 
politics and just how rarely they approached the radical in either theory or practice, see Frank Egerton, 
Hewett Cottrell Watson Victorian Plant Ecologist and Evolutionist (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 70-81; on 
Watson, see also several 1848 letters at NLS MSS 7298/44-68, and Watson’s pamphlet, Hewett Cottrell 
Watson, Public Opinion; Or Safe Revolution through Self Representation (London: E. Wilson, 1848), in 
which Watson recommended everyone read Francis Newman, An Appeal to the Middle Classes on the 
urgent necessity for numerous radical reforms, financial and organic (London: Taylor and Walton, 1848). 
Newman argued that, “Rich men should have more power than poor men, partly because on average they 
are more intelligent” (Newman, An Appeal to the Middle Classes, 24). Watson’s Safe Revolution discussed 
how the members of the middle class needed to unite against entrenched powers to prevent both the too-
rapid spread of democracy among the uneducated and the destruction of the aristocracy. In a letter to 
George Combe, Watson said that he voted for the Whigs he thought were incompetent just to keep the 
Tories out of power—who would have been better is left unsaid, but he did not seem to think there were 
any effective options at the time (NLS MSS 7298/50-51: Letter from Hewett Cottrell Watson to George 
Combe, 29 March 1848). .Watson argued for a voluntary association of the middle classes to oppose both 
the Radicals on the one side and those supporting the aristocracy on the other, and adamantly opposed the 
idea that the majority of workmen were capable of participating actively in business affairs, as did 
Newman—in direct opposition to Chambers’s theoretical views on this latter point, as has been shown 
above: (NLS MSS 7298/67-68:  Letter from Hewett Cottrell Watson to George Combe, 26 June 1848).  
121 Desmond, Politics, 4.  
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seems too ill-defined to have the real explanatory power Desmond claims for it.122 The 

evidence indicates that political ideologies among actual evolutionists in the 1820s and 

1830s were diverse and complicated and do not reduce to ‘radical’ vs. ‘Malthusian Whig’ 

and ‘Tory Anglican,’ or even ‘in’ or ‘out’ of the existing power base in any satisfactorily 

explanatory sense. 

 Whether or not Desmond’s thesis adequately explains medical politics in 1820s 

London, its categories and correlations do little to explain the production of Vestiges or 

even the presence of a concentration of transmutationists in 1820s and 1830s Edinburgh. 

Chambers, who is given very few pages in Desmond’s book, was perhaps the most 

politically moderate yet socially liberal of the Edinburgh coterie—and the only one who 

wrote a treatise specifically devoted to transmutation and who had no financial or 

professional dog in the fight over scientific power structures. Desmond’s dichotomy 

opposing the politics of Cuvier and Geoffroy in the 1820s leaves one wondering why his 

star player, Robert Grant, if politics was his main motivating factor, produced a translated 

version of Cuvier’s Règne animal.123 Desmond’s argument that medical politics internal 

to extramural schools in London underlies the interest in promoting Geoffroy’s 

philosophical anatomy does not explain Grant’s initial interest in promoting it when he 

came from the ranks of the medical elite in Edinburgh—he served as president of both 

the Medico-Chirurgical Society and the Royal Medical Society, and the extramural 

schools in the northern capital were not in the same relations with the university or the 

‘corporations’ as were those in London. Nor does Desmond’s thesis explain the probable 

transmutationism of Robert Jameson, the power-elite-entrenched, Tory-elected professor 

of Natural History at the University of Edinburgh.124 And Desmond’s separation of “the 

                                                
122 Desmond, Politics, 4. For an example of one ultra-Tory evolutionary cosmology, see Sir Richard 
Vyvyan, The Harmony of the Comprehensible World (London, 1842-5).  
123 Desmond, Politics, 56. For a much more nuanced and holistic view of Robert Grant than is presented in 
Politics, see Desmond’s DNB article: Adrian Desmond, “Grant, Robert Edmond (1793–1874),” Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
124 Not that Desmond should have known about Jameson’s evolutionary ideas, but still his argument does 
not apply to this case. See the persuasive article: James A. Secord, “Edinburgh Lamarckians: Robert 
Jameson and Robert E. Grant,” Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring, 1991), 1-18, that 
Jameson authored the earliest public promotion of Lamarckism in 1826 in the Edinburgh New 



 205 

materialistic Geoffroyans from the idealistic Coleridgeans” certainly falls apart in the 

case of Vestiges since the book combines elements of both.125 Desmond argues that 

Richard Owen and Joseph Henry Green, in order to protect their elite positions and curry 

favor with Anglican dons: 
promoted an idealist biology based on German Naturphilosophie. Theirs was a science of 
Platonic ‘archetyypes,’ ideal forms existing only in the Divine mind…. They also 
adopted a traditional philosophy of ‘descensive’ powers: a downward delegation of 
divine authority through nature and society which illegitimated the democrats’ 
Lamarckian science of ‘self-developing energies’…reinforcing the temporal control of 
the traditional leaders.126  
 

These are very strong claims. In addition, Desmond also associates with this same agenda 

two transcendentalist Edinburgh students, Edward Forbes and John Goodsir, who were to 

become good friends with Chambers.127 This description of these Tory scientific theories 

in the first few sentences above sounds even more like a characterization of Vestiges than 

do Desmond’s descriptions of any of the more radical and materialistic theories with their 

supposedly design-free lawfulness with which he associates Vestiges. In truth, there are 

elements of both of these purportedly oppositional theories in Chambers’s work.128 Yet 

Chambers clearly had no desire to uphold existing power structures in London science 

and medicine; he had even been on the losing side on a couple of professorial elections in 

Edinburgh, so he probably was not at the time he wrote Vestiges desirous of upholding 

                                                                                                                                            
Philosophical Journal. Here Secord has Jameson a Tory (because he was elected by the Tory Town 
Council, which is in no way a fair inference as other Whigs were highly respected professors), a 
Presbyterian, and a progressive natural law creationist with the motivation of keeping Edinburgh science up 
to par with the best in Europe—as opposed to any micro-power-play to maintain his privileges. Secord 
states explicitly in reference to Desmond’s Politics thesis: “Jameson’s interest in Lamarck (and arguably 
Grant’s too, while he was still in Edinburgh) did not have this charged political meaning. The context was 
very different” (Secord, “Edinburgh Lamarckians,” 14). 
125 Desmond, Politics, 377. 
126 Desmond, Politics, 13. 
127 Desmond, Politics, 80.  
128 This could be a reflection of Chambers’s political tensions, but only if these two ideologies actually 
reflect the political claims Desmond makes for them—especially in the case of Forbes and Goodsir. He 
accuses Forbes of “a typical Tory domestication ploy” and makes Goodsir implicitly of the same cloth 
(Desmond, Politics, 79).  While Forbes was a Tory, he was struggling for position and scientific authority 
even more than were most of Desmond’s supposedly radical players. If Goodsir was a Tory, it has not been 
a concern to the historians I consulted, and I have not found any confirming evidence.  
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the traditional academic power structures there either.129 If the ideology and the politics 

are as fused as Desmond wants to make them, and this combination truly provides an 

explanatory resource, there should be more consistency among the aims of different 

theorists using similar ideas or among the ideas being used by those with similar aims. 

And regardless of how powerful the political associations of certain evolutionary theories 

may have been, they were not powerful enough to convert masses of the reforming 

middle and upper classes to developmentalism in the years between 1844 and 1859 when 

Chambers’s evolutionary text sold so widely.130 Despite overstatements, like Secord’s 

about Darwin’s achievement being nothing more than a ‘palace coup,’ there is little 

evidence for widespread pro-evolutionary views within the middle classes after 

Chambers so successfully presented his ‘domesticated’ and less radical version and the 

country on both the Whig and the Tory side had been infused with a progressive, 

reforming spirit.131 Chambers himself seemed to believe he had converted almost no 

                                                
129 Chambers was already very interested in alternative sciences and treatments that had been fiercely 
criticized by medical authorities when he wrote Vestiges, including animal magnetism and phrenology; and 
the entire Combe circle had a nasty view of traditional medical politics since the power structures in place 
had managed to exclude phrenology so effectively. Chambers began promoting animal magnetism as early 
as 1833, when he was possibly good friends with its major Edinburgh proponent, J. C. Colquhoun: see 
“Animal Magnetism,” Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, Vol. II, No. 71 (June 8, 1833), 146-147; several 
other articles followed through the time of Vestiges and beyond. Chambers signed a testimonial for the 
alchemist Samuel Brown for the Chair of Chemistry in 1843: “Testimonials in favour of Dr. Samuel 
Brown: now a candidate for the Chair of Chemistry in the University of Edinburgh” (Edinburgh: Printed by 
Neill and Company, 1843). Chambers also wrote a letter in support of George Combe for the Chair of 
Logic and Metaphysics in 1836, but neither Brown nor Combe won those elections: Testimonials on Behalf 
of George Combe, as a Candidate for the Chair of Logic in the University of Edinburgh (Edinburgh: John 
Anderson Jun., 1836), 55-57.  
130 Desmond claims that the failure of political radicalism explains the reception and rejection of this 
scientific theory: “With the movements for democratic reform defeated, the sciences used to legitimate 
them receded too. In other words, radicalism’s failure sealed the fate of the fiercer reductionist and 
evolutionary theories riding on its back” (Desmond, Politics, 7). I argue that other factors were far more 
important than radicalism’s successes or failures in the lack of more widespread support for transcendental 
anatomy at this time.  
131 Desmond, Politics, 1; Secord, “Behind the Veil,” 166; what movement in this direction there was, such 
as is found in Herbert Spencer and a few others, was often (though not always) deeply imbued with 
politics—but also widely criticized for its scientific weaknesses. But it is harder to call in politics to explain 
the resistance to these ideas, as Desmond tries to for his period, that still very much existed among the 
traditional religious and rising more secular scientific classes.   
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one.132 Even most of the ‘young Turks,’ as Desmond usually refers to the secular rising 

scientists who wished to professionalize their disciplines, like Thomas Henry Huxley, for 

whom a progressive evolution could have easily served political ends, rejected the theory 

of transmutation before Darwin published his persuasive evidence-backed version in 

Origin. 

 Progressive development in society was a very widely accepted and quite 

moderate social theory by the mid-1830s, and by 1844 it was unthinkable for the majority 

of British people to return to the political era before the Reform Bill.133 Moderate to 

radical Whigs in Edinburgh, who in 1830 had violated the law to meet in celebration of 

the July Revolution (in the context of which the Geoffroy-Cuvier debate over teratology 

had been explicitly politicized) did not celebrate evolutionary theory when Chambers 

published his grand vision just a few years later.134 Cockburn said of the July Revolution 

that, “no similar event was ever so generally hailed in this country.”135 Since evolutionary 

ideas had been rhetorically politicized, as Desmond so effectively shows, and he claims 

they were so politically powerful, why were they not more widely taken up by the 

majority of reforming Whigs who agreed with many aspects of the political associations 

with which these ideas had been branded? Why did not the same people who found the 

July Revolution a ‘hopeful monster’ find Chambers’s theory so as well? While some did, 

many more did not. Evolution is integrated into far deeper issues than just political 

ideologies. My argument demonstrates that this rejection was most often because it did 

not meet the scientific standards of the times and it presented an alternative and very 

                                                
132 Robert Chambers, Preface to Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, 10th ed. (London: Churchill, 
1854?), ix.  
133 John Stuart Mill, “The Spirit of the Age (1831),” in The Spirit of the Age: Victorian Essays, ed. 
Gertrude Himmelfarb (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 50-79. 
134 Toby Appel, The Cuvier-Geoffroy Debate: French Biology in the Decades Before Darwin (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1987. 
135 Cockburn, Memorials, 467; he even reported that Scott said, “‘Confound these French Ministers! I can’t 
forgive them for making a Jacobin of an old Tory like me’” (Cockburn, Memorials, 468). 
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heterodox religious vision, rather than that it did not support this or that political 

agenda—an emphasis opposite to that of Desmond’s and Secord’s interpretations.136  

 As Desmond himself points out, scientific theories in and of themselves neither 

entail nor are entailed by any particular political viewpoint. This point is of crucial 

importance to understanding the relationship between politics and science still today—

similar scientific theories have often been used to legitimate quite different political ends. 

Darwinism may be predominantly associated with laissez faire market economies, but 

Peter Kropotkin used it to promote communistic anarchy while Huxley advocated a 

reasoned and controlled operation of the moral aspects of our natural selves to respond to 

societal problems.137  Evelleen Richards’s article “A Political Anatomy of Monsters, 

Hopeful and Otherwise: Teratogeny, Transcendentalism, and Evolutionary Theorizing,” 

does an excellent job of presenting the very different ideological uses that a very similar 

idea concerning the effects of developmental changes and relationships could be put to by 

Edinburgh’s Robert Knox and Oxford’s Richard Owen—who could not be further apart 

on the political spectrum. Knox also used many of the same philosophical underpinnings 

that Chambers used—Scottish-oriented oppositions for one thing, and French 

transcendental anatomy for another—to argue fervently against progress and in support 

of radical anarchy rather than constitutional reform. The personal stories of these two 

men may play a decisive role in their politics, but they still held many scientific ideas in 

common. Secord’s masterful reader-focused narrative shows many additional examples 

of the practice of bending a theory toward one’s personal ideology in action. Each case 

needs to be considered on its own merits, and in many cases of scientific change politics 

is not of primary importance. 

                                                
136 Secord’s brilliant and nuanced study of the reception of Vestiges in Victorian Sensation does not suffer 
as much from this overtly political or dualistic approach, though it does retain the too dichotomous 
treatment of religious vs. secular by maintaining his earlier interpretation that Chambers’s theological 
statements in Vestiges are motivated by strategy and do not reflect his genuine beliefs. Victorian Sensation 
also continues to de-emphasize the scientific merit of authoritative critics’ complaints, instead favoring 
social and cultural explanations for critics’ problems with the book, and making them seem less rational.  
137 See Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (London: William Heinemann, 1902); and 
Thomas Henry Huxley, Evolution and Ethics, 1893, accessed July 20, 2014, 
http://aleph0.clarku.edu/huxley/CE9/E-E.html.  



 209 

 Still, Desmond’s main thesis that certain scientific ideas were brought in as 

legitimating tools for wrenching or keeping power during the medical and academic 

political struggles of the 1820s through 1840s is a valuable one and is sometimes solidly 

backed with fascinating and compelling sources. At other times, however, it results in 

explanatory overreach. Desmond exaggerates the importance of ‘naturalizing’ arguments 

in political disputes. The assumption that scientific ideas could be the or even a major 

key to justifying Anglican or elite privileges ignores the much broader cultural and 

political substructures on which those privileges were built and how difficult it has been 

to undermine such ideas regardless of fundamental changes in scientific conceptions. 

Political privilege had a deep ontological history derived from the idea that what was 

‘natural’ was what was ordained by God, and science did not make such concepts more 

solid—if anything, science opened them in fundamental new ways to genuine 

examination on rational and empirical grounds. The broader picture of epistemic, 

metaphysical, and cultural (not entirely political) explanations is too often relegated to 

the dustbin of ‘old-fashioned’ histories by those who take politics as their main focus.138 

 

Edinburgh: A Nursery for Transmutationist Ideas 
Despite his conclusions, Desmond’s Politics is rich with suggestive elements of a far 

more explanatory nature concerning the reasons Edinburgh in the 1820s and 1830s 

became a haven for transmutationist ideas.139 What the four Edinburgh-trained 

evolutionists that Desmond presents do share with each other, and with both Darwin and 

Chambers, is that they were all educated for at least some time in Scotland’s capital and 

                                                
138 For Desmond’s views on those who still use such interpretive strategies, see Desmond, Politics, 21-22; 
and Adrian Desmond and James R. Moore, Darwin’s Sacred Cause: How a Hatred of Slavery Shaped 
Darwin’s Views on Human Evolution (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009), xv-xvii.  
139 Desmond, Politics, especially 59-81. Desmond himself rightly acknowledges that, “Explaining why 
Edinburgh produced the radical theorists is not so easy” (Desmond, Politics, 61). Desmond was perhaps 
looking in the wrong place for the explanation, and his own explication of the scientific issues yields a 
more satisfactory account than does his focus on politics. After presenting many of the ideas that I have 
suggested here, and several pages of scientific theory, debate, and evidence, Desmond still concludes: 
“Grant’s transformism is better seen as part of the radical reappraisal of science at a time of growing 
division in Scottish society” (Desmond, Politics, 62). He offers nothing other than the claim in support of 
this conclusion.  



 210 

they all had unconventional religious views (which are not reducible to politics directly, 

as Desmond repeatedly implies). In addition, Robert Jameson was a force in each of their 

lives. They were exposed to the debates on geological causation and deep time, and 

embryology and cell theory. They participated in fieldwork in the Edinburgh area, which 

provided crucial and unique direct experiential support for many of these theories. They 

were also likely educated in Scottish Enlightenment political and economic theory, and 

conjectural history concerning origin stories, all of which were deeply infused with both 

natural law and an idea of natural progress.140 All of them participated as at least 

observers in the debates concerning materialism and natural law that were the currency of 

the philosophical undergirding of and justification for natural science in Scotland. The 

Romantic, metaphysical nature of many prominent Scottish scientific ideas along with 

German philosophical conceptions intermingled with the common sense philosophy still 

dominating the schools to foster an alternative vision of natural theology, which will be 

taken up in detail in the following chapters. Presbyterian theology was rife with ideas 

about ‘improvement’ and natural law, and it was only in Scotland that Presbyterianism 

dominated the theological scene in Britain. And, on an individual level, these men’s lack 

of dogmatic religious convictions allowed them to welcome increasing scientific 

evidence so prominently on display in Edinburgh’s museums, her clubs, and her 

geography that problematized or rejected not just the literal creation story but also the 

mainstream views of natural theology that were so important in British science.  Their 
                                                
140 The idea oft repeated that either progress or natural law became dominant in British society or science 
because of either post-reform politics or phrenology needs to be seriously problematized since both 
progress and natural law were present in the scientific and philosophical theories from the Enlightenment in 
both Scotland and France, and many far more mainstream scientific theories were infused with these 
concepts from these sources. Grant was a Classics major for a year before he went to medical school, and 
he was also educated at the High School in Edinburgh, so he especially would have been thoroughly versed 
in Scottish philosophy before he took up medicine and natural history. Knox and he were at the High 
School together, though a few years apart. Darwin’s reading list while an Edinburgh student included a 
large number of Scottish or Scottish-influenced sources such as Abernethy’s Physiology Lectures, seven 
“Pamphlets by Dr.s Grant and Brewster on Natural History,” Blair’s Lectures on Belles Lettres, 
Abernethy’s Hunterian Oration and “Lect Pamphlet,” “Several papers in the Wernerian Trans,” “Several 
numbers of the New Edinburgh Philosophical Journal,” John Bostock’s Elementary System of Physiology, 
and Jameson’s version of Cuvier’s Theory of the Earth: see J. F. Derry, Darwin in Scotland: Edinburgh, 
Evolution, and Enlightenment (Dunbeath: Whittles, 2010) and Darwin Correspondence Project, “Darwin’s 
Student Booklist,” accessed May 1, 2015, http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/darwins-student-booklist.  
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individual interests in science and the natural world encouraged them to seek alternative 

explanations that could be more easily harmonized with their metaphysics.  

 It is clear that all of these factors are of importance and necessary to developing a 

truly explanatory picture. The specific scientific controversies and theories that were 

discussed at the University, in extramural classes, and in Scottish club circles 

(particularly those involving religion, astronomy, anatomy, geology, and mental 

philosophy), the importation of so many French and German scientific ideas, the lecture 

style of education at the university (in contrast to the tutorial style at Oxford and 

Cambridge), Scottish Enlightenment ideals, the geographical, social, and political 

differences that separated Scotland from England, and the intellectual esprit of the city all 

had significant influences on each of these men. If one were to trace the effects of these 

factors also back to other men who were trained in Edinburgh whose work became major 

source material for the evolutionists—many of whom Desmond addresses though without 

the broader contextual focus, such as Thomas Southwood Smith and John Epp—the 

crucial contributions of Edinburgh as the generative center of British evolutionary 

thinking would become even clearer. But that is a project for another book. A detailed 

analysis of the individual paths through Scotland’s philosophical, geographical, and 

scientific terrain that each of these men traveled on their way to becoming 

transformationists is beyond the scope of this dissertation—only the path of one is the 

subject here.141 

 What will best enrich our understanding of these matters is to look seriously at the 

science, the religion, and the politics of genuine evolutionists. I have offered a detailed 

analysis of Chambers’s politics in this chapter. Now we need to analyze Chambers’s 

                                                
141 For Desmond’s latest views concerning Darwin’s time in Edinburgh, see Desmond and Moore, 
Darwin’s Sacred Cause, 16-48. For Darwin’s philosophical and ‘ideological’ debts to Scottish economic 
theory, see Silvan Schweber, “The Wider British Context in Darwin’s Theorizing,” The Darwinian 
Heritage ed. David Kohn (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 35-69; for his debt to other 
branches of Scottish philosophy, including his thoughts on David Brewster’s critique of Comte, see Silvan 
S. Schweber, “Origin of the ‘Origin’ Revisited,” Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 10, No. 2, 
(Autumn, 1977), 229-316; Phillip R. Sloan, “Darwin’s Invertebrate Program, 1826-1836: Preconditions for 
Transformism,” Darwinian Heritage, 71-120; for many of Darwin’s letters home from Scotland and some 
other contextual details, see Derry, Darwin in Scotland. 
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ideas in Vestiges, the most widely read evolutionary theory in Britain before Darwin’s. 

We shall find some that are implicated in politics (though not party politics), along with 

many of the Scottish and Edinburgh themes that were laid out in the previous chapters, 

displayed prominently in the content—often in a way that tries to shift the weight of the 

scientific evidence to meet ideological goals. But the main message of Vestiges is visible 

in the logical structure of its argument and the evidence it displays. Its goal is to 

demonstrate God’s providence in the structure and operations of the universe, and to try 

to prove that the mode of God’s working in all of nature is through natural law—via the 

emanation of divine will rather than by divine fiat. 
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Chapter VI: The Romantic Conception of Creation in Scotland 

  
‘But is it not the deepest Law of Nature  

that she be constant?’ cries an illuminated class:  
‘Is not the Machine of the Universe  

fixed to move by unalterable rules?’  
Probable enough, good friends…  

And now of you, too, I make the old inquiry:  
What those same unalterable rules,  

forming the complete  
Statute-Book of Nature, may possibly be? 

 —Thomas Carlyle 18361 
 

Vestiges tells a compelling story. From the fire mist, God’s ordained and unalterable laws 

formed the entire universe and each of the planets and the sun of our solar system, as the 

product of an outflowing of His will. So the Vestiges story is at its core both religious and 

metaphysical. From a small number of elements, all the various substances of inorganic 

life were ever so slowly over many eons preparing the way for what was to come—to 

fulfill God’s ultimate plan, of which humankind plays only a part. So the Vestiges story is 

teleological in both the biological sense (that each part was fulfilling a purpose) and in 

the historical sense (that time itself is directional and creation goal-oriented). When 

conditions are right, life forms arise, and then again new life forms evolve from the old, 

and with each addition further possibilities manifest. So the Vestiges story is an emergent 

one—a process of becoming rather than of merely being, with a conception of a future 

that will present an unfolding mystery as it progresses.  All of the seeming variety of the 

world is really part of a grand unified plan, the underlying principles of which can only 

be seen by looking at the whole across space and across time as well. So the Vestiges 

story is holistic. And, finally, only an individual meditating and speculating on the 

sublime intricacy of nature’s connections, its underlying unity, the significance of its 

patterns displaying God’s hand in this holistic way, can understand the true nature of the 
                                                
1 Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, “Great Literature Online,” accessed February 15, 2015,  
http://www.classicauthors.net/carlyle/SartorResartus/SartorResartus29.html. 
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Creator’s laws.  So the Vestiges story demands that genuine science is the result of the 

idiosyncratic and the subjective experiences of a human being in creation, acting with 

both the ‘Imagination’ and the ‘Fancy,’ to invoke Coleridge’s bifurcation, and with the 

Imagination given primacy when seeming conflict arises.2 When one experiences the 

underlying unity and understands its principles, the reward is as much emotional as it is 

intellectual—a sense of awe, wonder, and satisfaction—the melding of heart and mind in 

unison with the totality of creation. And so the Vestiges story presents a vision of science 

as not just true, and not just valuable and practical, but also as sublimely beautiful.  

 If “Scottish Romanticism is still undergoing a process of conceptual recognition,” as 

Murray Pittock insists concerning its literature, I suggest that our understanding of 

Scottish Romantic science is even more in need of formal analysis.3 It is in the Romantic 

that we see not just the literary and political but also many of the scientific foundations of 

Vestiges, and this is another aspect of the book that has either been missed or that has not 

received sufficient attention from historians of science. Robert Richards’s The Romantic 

Conception of Life provides the main model for my interpretation of Chambers’s 

“Romantic science.” Following Richards’s approach that the ‘Romantic conception of 

life’ concerns both theories of nature and the personal stories and histories of those who 

developed them, I have worked to uncover details of Chambers’s life and the broad 

resources on which he drew as he developed his understanding of creation. Conceptions 

Chambers had of himself as a Scotsman, as a historian, and as a natural philosopher with 

religious intentions thus are integral to my story. Chambers’s moral purpose, his concepts 

of beauty and sublimity, his political context and ideals, and his personal relationships 

                                                
2 See Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and 
Opinions, Vol. I (London: R. Fenner, 1817), 295-296.  
3 Murray Pittock, Introduction to The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Romanticism, ed. Murray Pittock 
(Edinburgh University Press: 2011), 6. Arthur Lovejoy’s three keys to understanding Romanticism include 
an organic approach to all of nature and mankind, celebration of idiosyncratic and heroic individuality, and 
a focus on the metaphysical process of becoming in all of creation (Arthur Lovejoy, “The Meaning of 
Romanticism for the Historian of Ideas,” Journal of the History of Ideas 2 (June 1941), 257-278); other 
sources concerned with Romantic science follow. 



 215 

help to illuminate his scientific ideas.4 While Chambers did not reject rationality or 

empiricism, like some of Richards’s German subjects, he combined them with 

metaphysical and moral concerns that he believed would reveal facets of nature 

unavailable through pure reason or observation. I now delve into Chambers’s scientific 

ideas in light of all that has been presented concerning his life history and cultural milieu, 

focusing in part on how his personal relationships with particular individuals and sources 

helped shape his understanding of creation.  

 A variety of conceptions internal to Vestiges relate to Romantic ideals. As Richards 

contends of Goethe, Schelling, and Fichte, Chambers too believed that “the study of 

nature had to move from the whole to the parts rather than the reverse.”5 David Knight’s 

insistence that Romantics were concerned with ‘natural kinds’ also applies to Chambers.6 

Richards distinguishes the Romantic study of life from naturphilosophie by saying that 

practitioners of the former concerned themselves with aesthetic and moral issues, but 

both were concerned with archetypes, organism, teleology, unity and monism, and 

temporality.7 Chambers particularly “understood nature to be the repository, not only of 

lawful regularities and aesthetic delights, but of moral values as well.”8 Chambers 

insisted that human society and the human mind were under the control of nature’s laws 

as much as the material world so that the moral and the natural were in this sense 

intertwined. Richards’s ideas of archetypes within the naturphilosophie tradition include 

the transcendental, “as features of an ideal reality (not an oxymoronic phrase within this 

tradition),” and I show in a following chapter how Chambers’s species concept fits this 

category.9 Richards maintains that the British “relocated archetypes in the Divine mind 

and regarded their appearance in nature as part of God’s creative activity,” a concept that 

                                                
4 Robert Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), xviii.  
5 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 2.  
6 David Knight, “Romanticism and the Sciences,” in Romanticism and the Sciences, eds. Andrew 
Cunningham and Nicholas Jardine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 16. 
7 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 8-9, 13. 
8 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 13. 
9 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 10.  
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I demonstrate applies equally to Chambers’s conceptions as it does to Joseph Henry 

Green and Richard Owen, with whom it is more frequently associated.10 And Chambers, 

publicly at least, even before Darwin and Haeckel, transformed such an archetypal 

concept into that of genealogical ancestor.11 Richards distinguishes the teleology of the 

Naturphilosophen, who believed that nature really was purposive, from the teleology of 

British natural theologians: “But the Naturphilosophen, unlike the British natural 

theologians, did not appeal to a separate Creator who imposed final order on recalcitrant 

matter. Rather, they conceived nature in Spinozistic fashion—it was Deus sive natura: 

God and nature were one,” thereby making nature self-producing rather than merely a 

product of an external Creator.12 Chambers defended a hybrid of these two concepts 

implicitly throughout Vestiges, and explicitly in Explanations. In the Scottish Romantic 

science tradition, we see that these two ideas are not in any way exclusive—nature was at 

one and the same time both product and producer; in science, as in literature, Scots 

integrated German ideals with their own traditions in philosophy and religion. By 

bringing in Babbage’s programmer God, which I discuss in a following chapter, 

Chambers gave the organismic a controlling Logos, which was in a sense Calvinistic, and 

both pre-ordained and self-realizing at one and the same time. This was a legacy of the 

ideas of providential naturalism that were still current from the Scottish Enlightenment. 

Richards contends that for the German Romantics, organism became the model for nature 

rather than machine, and I show here how this, too, applies to Chambers’s and other 

Scots’ philosophy of nature.  

 Richards argues that “the central currents of nineteenth-century biology had their 

origins in the Romantic movement.”13 While this is perhaps an overstatement, ideas 

arising from German Romanticism were certainly very important in shaping the direction 

of nineteenth-century Scottish science, especially in biology and astronomy. German 
                                                
10 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 10.  
11 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life 10; Richards does not address Chambers, but I maintain that he 
fits this pattern far more than Darwin does, retaining aspects of the ‘roots’ in each step of these 
transformations of ideas.  
12 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 11. 
13 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, xix.  
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(though not exclusively Romantic) ideas were also fundamental to shaping Scottish 

geology and chemistry, as well as Scottish phrenology and mesmerism. And the German 

relationship with Scottish philosophy is reflexive, and very deep indeed.14  Contributions 

from German Romanticism and both French and German transcendentalism were 

combined with Romantic elements in Scottish literature and philosophy to create a unique 

and previously underemphasized brand of Scottish Romantic science whose ideas were 

central to British biology and the development of evolutionary theory.   

 While a few studies have explicated elements of this phenomenon, no one has 

combined them into a conceptual framework focusing on the particularly Scottish 

context. I here provide the outline of some of the crucial elements—at least as they relate 

to the Vestiges story—integrating the scientific, literary, theological, and philosophic 

elements as they interact.15 Specific scientific fields and ideas that were influenced by 

Romantic philosophy include astronomy, comparative anatomy, evolution, geology, cell 

theory, generational and comparative embryology, phrenology, mesmerism, and alchemy. 

Scottish electromagnetic theory might also be explored using this framework, but that is 

beyond the scope of this study.16 One thing that is clear is that in Scotland this Romantic 

approach to nature supported only a constrained and teleological progressivism, not an 

open-ended radical progressivism, in parallel with both mainstream and some of the 

alternative Scottish ideas about political reform. Perhaps ironically given Romanticism’s 

literary values, the ‘wild’ in this Romantic study of life became subsumed and tamed by a 

transcendent plan—or, as Chambers termed it, the natural was in reality the ‘Higher 
                                                
14 George Davie, Ferrier and the Blackout of the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Review 
2003); Gavin Budge, ed., Romantic Empiricism: Poetics and the Philosophy of Common Sense 1780-1830 
 (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2007).  
15 L. S. Jacyna, “The Romantic Programme and the Reception of Cell Theory in Britain,” Journal of the 
History of Biology, vol. 17, no. 1 (Spring, 1984), 13-48; L. S. Jacyna, “John Goodsir and the Making of 
Cellular Reality,” Journal of the History of Biology, vol. 16, no. 1 (Spring 1983), 75-99; Diarmid A. 
Finnegan, “The work of ice: glacial theory and scientific culture in early Victorian Edinburgh,” British 
Journal for the History of Science, vol. 37, no. 1 (March, 2004), 29-52.  
16 See Richard Olson, Scottish Philosophy and British Physics 1750-1880 Foundations of the Victorian 
Scientific Style (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975) for an attempt (albeit not as successful as one 
might hope) to integrate science with Scottish theology and philosophy. To apply a Romantic lens to this 
topic seems indicated particularly when one considers the impact that John Pringle Nichol had on the 
young William Thomson (Lord Kelvin).  
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Artificial.’17 Romantic science during the middle half of the nineteenth century, 

especially in Britain, did not reject analysis and empiricism, but its practitioners and 

spokesmen did insist that nature had metaphysical and moral hermeneutic significance—

and many of them in Scotland as well as in Germany gave this latter pre-eminence over 

pure fact.  

 Chambers’s philosophy and metaphysics, as much as his science, was a hodgepodge 

of good and bad ideas drawn from scattered sources and was far from internally 

consistent or purely Romantic. There are plenty of statements in Vestiges that would 

seem to resist a charge of ‘romantic’ on any level. But, like Scotland and its capital, to 

take any one part of this book as standing for the whole will lead to serious 

misunderstanding—not everything here is as it first appears. It is essential in dealing with 

a piece of work that in many cases is divided against itself to take it as a totality; it is only 

through careful consideration of both Chambers’s sources and the uses to which he put 

his ideas within his argument that some of the claims I make become persuasive. The 

lack of congruity in Vestiges—combining an idealistic progressivism with a stark and 

unbending iron law of practically everything, for instance—makes it difficult to corral the 

work in pre-existing historiographical categories. I argue in any case that the historical 

construct known as ‘Romantic science,’ following Richards’s model, provides the best 

match for much of what Chambers was doing—although it is far from a perfect match. 

‘Transcendental science’ would in many cases be equally apropos, but I treat the two 

conceptions as closely related here, and suggest that the concept of ‘Romantic science’ is 

inclusive enough to contain the transcendental. While Chambers has frequently been 

described as a ‘moderate Deist,’ he was even more so a moderate Romantic, in literature, 

in science, and in philosophy.18 

 Chambers was for the twenty years before and during the time he wrote Vestiges a 

very hardworking and popular writer on issues far removed from the sciences, so he 

                                                
17 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844), 250. 
18 James A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship 
of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 85. 
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would have been something of a prodigy if he could have produced a work of novel 

theory that met the standards of the scientific experts of the day. As Millhauser noted 

nearly sixty years ago, Vestiges “is, after all, popular philosophy, just as it is popular 

science.”19 Chambers was an amateur in philosophy, both natural and otherwise, and his 

shallow and inconsistent views on many of the issues he discussed are crucial to 

understanding the broadly different interpretations of the book among his contemporaries 

that Secord has so effectively demonstrated; historians have also had trouble making 

sense of the book because of this. Almost every man of science who reviewed Vestiges 

criticized its lack of scientific accuracy and rigor, and of particular concern to some of the 

most prominent was Chambers’s use of natural law as causal force, which I here consider 

in some detail. While the story Vestiges told may have been compelling, it certainly was 

not convincing on a scientific level. Law as a motive force was crucial to Chambers’s 

conception of God and nature as unified, and a quite prominent example of a Romantic 

metaphysical conception.20 But this lack of scientific rigor is also crucial to 

understanding the reception the book received and is among the prominent reasons that it 

convinced almost no men of science to convert to transmutationism.  

 One of Richards’s contentions in The Romantic Conception of Life is that Romantics 

sought their understanding of nature “through poetry, philosophy, and science.”21 This 

generalization alone is reason enough to explore Vestiges as a Romantic scientific 

production—literary and philosophical (and I would add metaphysical to Richards’s 

formulation) conceptions are wholly integrated in and integral to the Vestiges drama. 

Chambers also used the organic as “the chief principle for interpreting nature,” and 

argued for a sympathetic approach to interacting with and understanding all of creation.22 

                                                
19 Milton Millhauser, Just Before Darwin: Robert Chambers and Vestiges (Middletown: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1959), 9.  
20 On operational forces in Romantic science, see David M. Knight, Science in the Romantic Era 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), 64-67; Oken wrote that, “God being in himself is Gravity; acting, self-
emergent, Light; both together, or returning into himself, Heat” (Knight, Romantic Era, 67; quoting L. 
Oken, Elements of Physiophilosophy, tr. A. Tulk (London: Ray Society, 1847), 48). 
21 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, xvii.  
22 Robert Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), xvii.  
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In Vestiges, he analogized the whole of nature, from star systems to species to societies, 

both explicitly and implicitly, to the unfolding evolution of a developing organism. In 

addition, Vestiges argues for a fundamental unity underlying all variety so deep that 

Chambers even tried to undermine the distinction between the living and the non-living. 

Vestiges propounded an archetypal species concept that Chambers explicitly associated 

with Plato’s Ideals.23 Even God himself is defined as “a primitive almighty will,” which 

is a very German Romantic idea about God’s being. Certainly Vestiges joined, albeit with 

little effect, in the Romantic critique of dominant scientific culture—by upholding ideas 

with few defenders and arguing that broad general laws were the true objectives of 

science, not disjointed empirical discoveries alone. And finally, Vestiges displayed an 

aesthetic, emotional, and moral message about nature—through rightly studying the 

truths of natural law, humanity could improve not only societies but individual hearts and 

minds as well, and create a more fulfilling world full of higher sentiment.  

 Modern historians have rarely interpreted Vestiges as a Romantic or predominantly 

transcendental work of science, and I would argue that the approach to the book by many 

others has to a great degree “excised the heart” of both Chambers and his ‘opus.’24 

Secord seems to see the author’s message in Vestiges as Romantic only in its use of 

literary devices and overall style, and the author himself as a Romantic only in terms of 

his own perception of himself as a heroic writer.25 Lynch does not discuss Romanticism, 

                                                
23 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 203-204; in a note, Chambers stated, “When I formed this idea, I was not 
aware of one which seems to faintly foreshadow it—namely, Socrates’s doctrine, afterwards dilated on by 
Plato, that ‘previous to the existence of the world, and beyond its present limits, there existed certain 
archetypes, the embodiment (if we may use such a word) of general ideas; and these archetypes were 
models, in imitation of which all particular beings were created,’” Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 204. 
24 Richards, Romantic Conception of Life, 4. Evelleen Richards has interpreted Vestiges as compatible with 
Owen’s outlook; see Evelleen Richards, “A Question of Property Rights: Richard Owen’s Evolutionism 
Reassessed,” The British Journal for the History of Science, Vol. 20, No. 2 (Apr., 1987), pp. 129-171; and 
Evelleen Richards, “A Political Anatomy of Monsters, Hopeful and Otherwise: Teratogeny, 
Transcendentalism, and Evolutionary Theorizing,” Isis, vol. 85, no. 3 (Sep., 1994), 377-411. Marilyn 
Ogilvie casts Chambers as a “Platonic-Pythagorean,” which I find compatible with my interpretation here; 
see Marilyn Ogilvie, “Robert Chambers and The Successive Revisions of the Vestiges of the Natural 
History of Creation,” unpublished PhD Thesis (The University of Oklahoma, 1973). 
25 James A. Secord, “Behind the veil: Robert Chambers and Vestiges,” in History, Humanity, and 
Evolution: Essays for John C. Greene, ed. James R. Moore (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 165-194. 
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and makes Chambers out to be a utilitarian and Paleyite deist.26 Gov Hutchinson also 

discusses Chambers as a deist in the more mechanistic, ‘watchmaker’ sense associated 

with Paley and traditional British natural theology.27 As I have already discussed, 

Desmond links Vestiges with a set of liberal, secular, and radical reform doctrines in 

explicit contrast to Richard Owen and his Romantic transcendental conservatism.28 And 

John Hedley Brooke just as explicitly contrasts Chambers with Owen, suggesting Owen 

could not have approved of the metaphysics that Vestiges proposed:  
It is difficult to believe that…one whose natural theology was associated with a 
transcendentalist interpretation of a structural archetype could have acquiesced in 
Chambers's deistic theodicy…. Yet the burden of [Owen’s] philosophy of nature was that 
the organization of matter was subservient to the impress of mind, the very antithesis of that 
of Chambers, who had implied the reduction of mind to the organization of matter.29  
 

Brooke seems to be associating Chambers’s theodicy and phrenology unproblematically 

with a pure and anachronistic sense of materialism, and ignoring the depth of 

transcendental ideals that permeate so many aspects of the Vestiges metaphysics. The 

materialism of Chambers’s phrenological conception of mind was not a late-nineteenth-

century materialism. It was instead the transcendental materialism of the pre-Darwinian 

                                                
26 John Lynch, “‘Scriptural Geology’, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, and Contested Authority 
in Nineteenth-century British Science,” in Repositioning Victorian Sciences: Shifting Centres in 
Nineteenth-century Scientific Thinking, eds. David Clifford, Elisabeth Wadge, Alex Warwick, and Martin 
Willis (London: Anthem Press, 2006), 139; John Lynch, Introduction to Vestiges and the Debate Before 
Darwin, Vol. 1 (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2000), xxi-xxii. While I certainly agree that Chambers was 
producing a natural theology, I do not present him as particularly Paleyite in this endeavor. I have not seen 
Lynch’s evidence for the claim about Chambers’s fondness for utilitarianism, but if he had genuine 
sympathies for Bentham, I have shown that they were at least counterbalanced and problematized by his 
concerns with tradition, sympathy, and Romantic literature and philosophy. The entry in Chambers’s 
Cyclopaedia about Bentham is at best lukewarm, and concludes with the line “As an ethical philosopher, he 
carried his doctrine of utility to an extent that would be practically dangerous, if it were possible to make 
the bulk of mankind act upon a speculative theory”; “Jeremy Bentham,” in Chambers’s Cyclopaedia of 
English Literature, ed. Robert Chambers and [Robert Carruthers] (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1844), 
700.  
27 Gov Hutchinson, Robert Chambers’s Vision of Science: The Diffusion of Scientific ideas to the General 
Reader in Early-Victorian Britain, unpublished PhD Thesis (Temple University, 1980). 
28 Adrian Desmond, The Politics of Evolution: Morphology, Medicine, and Reform in Radical London 
 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); see the previous chapter for a detailed discussion of 
Desmond’s interpretation.  
29 John Hedley Brooke, “Richard Owen, William Whewell, and the Vestiges,” The British Journal for the 
History of Science, Vol. 10, No. 2 (July 1977), 134. 
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Scottish world—a world in which God was still the first cause of every animate and 

inanimate thing in nature.  

 At the deepest level, Chambers’s materialism shared much with the supposed 

‘pantheistic’ transcendentalism of Carlyle and Emerson, of which at least one of his most 

intimate friends and several other members of his social circle were explicit followers.30 

We should not make assumptions about what using statistics or believing in a material 

mind meant to Chambers based on what they came to mean later. We must focus on the 

purpose these things served for Chambers in his argument. As he used them, the 

statistical regularities in human society were support for his idea that God’s work was 

consistent and regular and hence unified, that His laws operated on every level and were 

never capricious, and that patterns emerged that could reveal the operations of these 

natural laws in human society. Statistical patterns had deeper metaphysical meaning and 

were more than mere mechanical numbers. To find hermeneutic significance in patterns 

in nature was a consistent Romantic project, as was bringing the human mind and human 

nature into the realm of the natural. And where Chambers erased the distinction between 

the living and the nonliving, it was not as it may appear in some cases to mechanize life 

so much as to truly unify all of creation—which he saw in a sense as organic and 

unfolding in all of its manifestations.31 Chambers’s Designer worked through a principle 

of emergence, not through the making and winding of clock-like entities, and in emergent 

processes we often see patterns arise. As Chambers explained, it was the totality of 

society that became a mathematical problem, but the individual man still remained an 

                                                
30 Robert Richards associates pantheism with German Romanticism as well: Richards, Romantic 
Conception of Life, 10. Alexander Ireland, the mediator for Chambers with the London publisher, was a 
strong advocate of Emersonian Transcendentalism. He met Emerson personally when he came to 
Edinburgh in 1833, read his essays, imported The Dial to England, invited Emerson and managed his trip to 
Britain in 1847 (when Chambers met him as well), and wrote about the Sage of Concord after his death: 
Alexander Ireland, In Memoriam Ralph Waldo Emerson: Recollections of His Visits to England  (London: 
Simpkin, Marshall, & Co., 1882); and Ralph Waldo Emerson: His Life, Genius, and Writings: A 
Biographical Sketch, 2nd ed. (London: Simpkin, Marshall, & Co., 1882). Other of Chambers’s close friends 
who were Edinburgh supporters of Emerson include the chemist Samuel Brown and Catherine Crowe. 
31 Ovid’s hypotheses, which Chambers studied so assiduously as a child, began, according to John Phillips, 
with the supposition “of the earth being an animal that breathes flame through many variable spiracles” 
(John Phillips, Treatise on Geology, Vol. II (London: Longman, Brown, Green & Longmans, 1839), 184). 
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enigma, capable of improvement and choice within the constraints of the natural laws that 

ruled him.32  

 Evolution was a crucial component of the unification principle, and its role in 

Chambers’s story was by his own admission merely ‘ministrative’ help to demonstrate 

his overall point that God’s mode of working is according to natural law and natural law 

alone—whether in the inanimate, animate, or exclusively human realm.33 This regularity 

and unity—this idea of a God that operates ONLY through natural causes and general 

laws and not through interpositions and specific miracles—is the essence of the Vestiges 

story. And it is through science that Chambers claimed to demonstrate what was for him 

a fundamental truth.  

 

The Genesis of the Idea of a Universal Law of Development 
How did Chambers derive his scientific ideas about nature? His first source was of course 

the providential and progressive science presented by mostly Scottish authors in the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica that he read as a child. Some of the ideas in Vestiges, like the 

plurality of worlds, deep time, and all the major theories concerning the formation of the 

world to date, were presented there. From a vantage point in his sixties looking back on 

his youth, Chambers said of the influence of this grand work (in a passage partially 

quoted in an earlier chapter): 
In that on astronomy, the constitution of the material universe was all at once revealed to 
me. Henceforth, I knew—what no other boy in the town then dreamed of—that there were 
infinite number of worlds besides our own, which was by comparison a very insignificant 
one. From the zoological articles I gathered that the animals, familiar and otherwise, were all 
classified into a system through which some faint traces of a plan were discernible. 
Geography, of which not the slightest elements were then imparted at school, here came 
before me in numberless articles and maps, expanding my narrow village world to one 
embracing the uttermost ends of the earth. I pitied my companions who remained ignorant of 
what became to me familiar knowledge. Some articles were splendidly attractive to the 
imagination—for example, that entitled Aerostation, which illustrated all that had been done 
in the way of aerial travelling from Montgolfier downwards. Another paper interested me 
much, that descriptive of the enquiries of De Saussure regarding the constitution and 
movement of glaciers. The biographical articles, introducing to me the great men who had 

                                                
32 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 331.  
33 Robert Chambers, Explanations: A Sequel (London: Churchill, 1845), 3-4.  
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laid up these stores of knowledge, or otherwise affected the destinies of their species, were 
devoured in rapid succession.34 
 

The very phrase “It is familiar knowledge” opens the first chapter of Vestiges. Numerous 

other indications alert us to the possibility that many of the ideas from the Encyclopaedia 

became part of the foundation of Chambers’s thinking when he was writing Vestiges. The 

traces of a plan in the system of classification was one of the most important ideas in the 

first edition, and remained present to the last. His views about the relative insignificance 

of our planet, and the abundance of life on all the others, remained in every edition as 

well.35 Concerning astronomy, the Encyclopaedia explains: 
It is the most sublime and the most perfect of all the sciences. No subject has been longer 
studied, or has made greater progress…. To ascertain the laws of these motions, and to 
resolve the whole of them into one general fact, required the exertions of a sagacity scarcely 
to be expected in human nature. Yet all this has been accomplished; and even the most 
minute movement of the heavenly bodies has been shewn to depend upon the same general 
law with all the rest, and even to be a consequence of that law.36  
 

That there are inhabitants on the moon seemed to be assumed: 
By these spots (the islands, seas, and continents of the earth) the lunarians can determine the 
time of the earth’s diurnal motion, just as we do the motion of the sun: and perhaps they 
measure their time by the motion of the earth’s spots; for they cannot have a truer dial…. 
Yet her inhabitants are not destitute of means for ascertaining the length of their year, 
though their method and ours must differ…. The moon’s inhabitants on the side next the 
earth may as easily find the longitude of their places as we can find the latitude of ours.37  
  

And the author of the 1810 article still believed that the planet would eventually go off 

course—but rather than suggest, as Newton had, intervening acts of the Deity to rectify it, 

the inevitability was accepted as part of God’s grand plan. Quoting Henry Pemberton, the 

encyclopedist made the case that: 
these inequalities must continually increase by slow degrees, till they render at length the 
present frame of nature unfit for the purposes it now serves. And a more convincing proof 
cannot be desired against the present constitution’s having existed from eternity than this, 

                                                
34 NLS Dep. 341/74, 94-95.  
35 For a detailed analysis of all of the changes over the course of the eleven editions published in 
Chambers’s lifetime, see Ogilvie, “Successive Revisions of the Vestiges.”  
36 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 4th ed., s.v. “Astronomy,” (Edinburgh: Colin Macfarquhar and Andrew Bell, 
1810), 9. 
37 Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Astronomy,” 37-38. 
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that a certain period of years will bring it to an end. I am aware, that this thought of our 
author [Newton] has been represented even as impious, and as no less than casting a 
reflection upon the wisdom of the Author of nature for framing a perishable work. But I 
think so bold an assertion ought to have been made with singular caution: for if this remark 
upon the increasing irregularities in the heavenly motions be true in fact, as it really is, the 
imputation must return upon the assertor, that this does not detract from the divine wisdom. 
Certainly we cannot pretend to know all the omniscient Creator’s purposes in making this 
world, and therefore cannot pretend to determine how long he designed it should last; and it 
is sufficient if it endure the time designed by the Author.38 
 

Chambers would have read that mineralogy and geology, while extremely useful, are so 

much more than that:  
[Minerals] are objects of the beautiful; while the stupendous mountain, the awful volcano, 
the towering cliff, the gloomy mine, and the majestic cavern, are objects of the grand and 
the sublime…. Nothing has more contributed to demonstrate the truth of the divine writings, 
and to clear up many doubtful passages in them, than the discoveries that have lately been 
made in the structure and formation of the earth.39  
 

Such statements are typical of the theologically tinged treatment of the sciences in the 

Encyclopaedia articles that so captivated the mind of young Robert in Peebles. An 

extensive treatment of Providence and natural theology also present similar themes, but 

whether he read these pieces we do not know. 

 Closer to the time of Vestiges, Chambers’s scientific sources were still most often 

Scottish, though, as with literature, they were frequently native interpretations and 

extensions of German as well as French conceptions. Those figures Chambers cites that 

are not Scottish were often published in Scottish-based scientific journals or had come to 

Edinburgh to give popular lectures, which either he or his friends attended.40 His 

                                                
38 Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Astronomy,” 124; the quote’s source is Henry Pemberton, A view of Sir 
Isaac Newton’s Philosophy (London: S. Palmer, 1728), 180. I thank Bruce Hunt for directing me to this 
original source. 
39 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 4th ed., s.v. “Geology” (Edinburgh: Colin Macfarquhar and Andrew Bell, 
1810), 551. 
40 The Edinburgh Philosophical Association was founded in 1832, ceased having regular lectures in 1839, 
and then was revived as The Edinburgh Philosophical Institution in 1845-46, when its popularity was 
immense. Robert Cox and Alexander Ireland were involved with this group from the very early years, as 
were Chambers’s friends Neil Arnott and John Pringle Nichol. Chambers and many of his close friends 
were also involved in reviving it, including David Masson, who worked for the Journal. This bipartisan 
organization (Lord Jeffrey (Whig), Henry Cockburn (Whig), and John Wilson (Tory) were all actively 
involved) was the platform for Emerson’s lectures in Edinburgh in 1848. Chambers joined as a ‘Director’ 
in 1849; see W. Addis Miller, M.A., The “Philosophical”: a short history of The Edinburgh Philosophical 
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authorities were also often overtly religious—the Bridgewater Treatises, Thomas 

Chalmers’s and John Pringle Nichol’s pious astronomies, and the bizarre transcendental 

patterns of Swainson’s version of the quinarian system present very religious 

interpretations of the material world.41  These were some of the scientific ideas that were 

most crucial to Chambers’s original formulation of his theory and although not at all 

orthodox, they were still deeply devotional. Chambers was also indebted to the religious 

phrenology advocated by George Combe and Johann Spurzheim, which was quite 

heterodox. Chambers’s chemical ideas were almost certainly influenced by the lectures 

he attended in 1843 by the transcendental chemist and alchemist Samuel Brown.42 

Chambers probably attended the local lectures in Edinburgh by the Unitarian William 

Benjamin Carpenter in 1837; in any event, he relied extensively on Carpenter’s openly 

Unitarian philosophy in his anatomy and physiology and he derived his comparative 

embryology from the very religious Scot, John Fletcher.43 And some of Chambers’s best 

evidence (though his use of it was sometimes overreaching) came from truly cutting edge 

work in cell theory and embryology, comparative anatomy, and geology coming out of 

Edinburgh and from Scottish-trained emigrants to London, many of whom were in his 

inner social circle. Chambers was a close friend of John Goodsir, one of the early 

                                                                                                                                            
Institution and its Famous Members and Lecturers 1846-1948 (Edinburgh: C. J. Cousland and Sons LTD., 
1949); Edinburgh City Library AS 122 P56/B9011, “The Minutes of The Edinburgh Philosophical 
Association.”  
41 While the quinarian system was originally formulated by William Sharp Macleay, it was Swainson’s 
overtly religious explication of it that Chambers studied most closely; see William Sharp Macleay, Horae 
Entomologicae: or, Essays on the Annulose Animals, Vol. I (London: S. Bagster, 1819); and William 
Swainson, A Treatise on the Geography and Classification of Animals (London: Longman, et al., 1835).  
42 Chambers’s name was also appended to one of the “Testimonials in favour of Dr. Samuel Brown : now a 
candidate for the Chair of Chemistry in the University of Edinburgh.,” (Edinburgh: Printed by Neill and 
Company, 1843) as one who attended and approved of Brown’s 1843 lectures. Whether Chambers’s initial 
ideas were shaped by Brown’s theories, we can only surmise, but a later letter indicates certain influence: 
while working on revisions for the 4th edition, Chambers wrote to Alexander Ireland: “I also enclose some 
Ms. for Mr S. which please on no account delay. My writing of this new matter is owing to a remark I 
heard from Dr Sam. Brown at Glasgow on Saturday night. It will be a great improvement to the book, 
though I must greatly lament not having come to this correct view at first” (NLS Dep. 341/110/ 86-87, 
Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, date unknown but likely 1845 from context). 
43 Carpenter lectured to the Philosophical Association in spring 1837, just before Chambers went on his 
trip to Ireland with Nichol (see below, and Edinburgh City Library AS 122 P56/B9011, “The Minutes of 
The Edinburgh Philosophical Association”).   
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proponents and researchers involved in what became known as cell theory. Finally, the 

transcendentalist naturalist Edward Forbes also considered both Chambers and Goodsir 

some of his closest friends in Edinburgh.  

 James Secord argues persuasively that Chambers first began speculating about his 

law of development in 1837.44 On a visit to Glasgow in 1836, Chambers attended a 

popular lecture given by Nichol, who was Professor of Practical Astronomy at Glasgow 

University, and soon afterwards Chambers attended a dinner with friends at Nichol’s 

house.45 Brown was also in Glasgow at this time and Chambers likely knew him at this 

early stage as well. The party Chambers attended also included Robert Macnish, a 

transcendentalist writer who was fond of Chambers.46 It is probable that Nichol was 

already discussing the ideas that would appear the following year in his Views of the 

Architecture of the Heavens, which we know was one of Chambers’s main sources for 

                                                
44 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 90-91. Secord cites the review of John Pringle Nichol, Views of the 
Architecture of the Heavens. In a Series of Letters to a Lady (Edinburgh: William Tait, 1837) in 
Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, Vol. 6 (29 July 1837), 210-211, and refers to the letter mentioned below, 
but not some of the other evidence that I present here.  
45 “The lecture is just over, and it certainly indicates splendid success to Nichol. The large assembly room 
in Ingram Street was completely filled with respectable people, and so many were disappointed of tickets, 
that a repetition of the course in the evening was announced. The lecture was a very beautiful one, and 
called forth expressions of just satisfaction on the part of the audience.” Chambers then said he was to dine 
with Nichol on the Saturday (Norman MSS Robert Chambers to Anne Chambers, Oct 28, 1836). 
46 Macnish wrote sometime the mid-1830s (probably 1836) to Dr. Arnott: “I dined with Robert Chambers a 
few days ago at the house of Professor Nicholl. We had an immensity of fun. He is inexhaustible on the 
subject of your visit to him.  He is a fine fellow Chambers, and I am inclined to think highly of his talents, 
and his nous in applying them” (D. M. Moir, The Modern Pythagorean A Series of Tales, Essays, and 
Sketches, By the Late Dr. Robert Macnish, LLD, with the Author’s Life, Vol. I—Life (Blackwoods, 1838), 
382). Chambers likely felt the same way about Macnish, because shortly after Macnish’s untimely death 
Chambers wrote insisting that Blackwood publish notice of Moir’s book (perhaps not realizing they had 
published it). Chambers said he could not print such a notice in his Journal because of the nature of the 
magazine, but that Blackwood could certainly mention it in his (NLS MSS 4046, Blackwood Papers, No. 
94, Robert Chambers to Blackwood, Feb. 21, 1838). Chambers may have later regretted this once he read 
the book (written by his good friend, D. M. Moir, who was a clergyman), because he found that phrenology 
was not so well treated in it; he wrote to George Combe: “I could now lend you Moir’s Life of 
Macnish.…what a great deal of fuss about a few contributors to jocular magazines—what blindness to all 
that is useful and really great! And yet the author a man of good abilities—at least pretty fair—and 
certainly excellent dispositions. I now see that Phrenology is not treated with much respect in it” (NLS 
MSS 7245/151 dated 9 Feb, 1838—to George Combe from Chambers). Macnish was an ardent 
phrenologist, but Moir was not. 
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Vestiges.47  Chambers’s and Nichol’s friendship was strong enough that they traveled 

together, along with Alexander Ireland, on a trip to the Emerald Isle in August 1837. It 

was likely sometime between the 1836 Nichol lecture and the Ireland trip that Chambers 

came up with the genesis of his ideas for Vestiges. While he was away on this trip, in 

August 1837, Anne Chambers wrote to her husband: 
The professor is not to [overturn?] your intellect by new views of the sun, moon & stars, 
whether they be opaque bodies or round bodies, whether masses of liquid [gas?] or animal or 
vegetable works. I beseech him [illegible] keep you quiet and confused on these subjects. I 
do not [compound?] for a husband with a disordered or visionary intellect. In short he is to 
take great care of you and bring you home safe and sound in body and mind.48 
 

This note has led Secord to speculate that Chambers’s 1837 trip to Ireland might have 

sparked the ideas that were to become Vestiges.49 Several articles in the Journal from 

these years also addressed the subjects that would later be treated in a unified fashion in 

its editor’s grand cosmology.50  

 

 

 

                                                
47 John Pringle Nichol, Views of the Architecture of the Heavens. In a Series of Letters to a Lady 
(Edinburgh: William Tait, 1837).  
48 NLS Dep. 341/109/20, Anne Chambers to Robert Chambers, August 19, 1837. 
49 The original formulation of Chambers’s ideas can only be speculation, since we do not have any 
notebooks from this period. Chambers later claimed that he had reported a proposed system of philosophy 
based on phrenology to a friend, and suggested this as a means to evade charges that he had authored 
Vestiges: “And the foundation of Noble’s story I take to be this—In 1838, being in Manchester, I told Sir 
James Edmondstone, the engraver, that I contemplated a philosophical work, but it was one on the 
philosophy of phrenology. It was partly written, but never brought near completion. Edmondstone will be 
recollecting this, and will have told Noble of it, on a presumption that the V. is the book. Noble was present 
at E.’s on the night I was there, when I spoke of my designed work to J. E. but professed a wish to bring it 
out without being known as the author. You might speak of this book as probably the one that Noble’s 
acquaintance has spoken of, and as one that you now remember hearing me speak of yourself” (NLS Dep. 
341/113/164-165, Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, date unknown); from the context this letter was 
probably written in 1845—Chambers referenced that Mrs. Crowe had told him when he asked if she 
thought that Nichol had written the Vestiges that “it is now generally given to you” and then Chambers 
wrote that “It was to be expected I should take my turn.” Since Chambers was suspected of the authorship 
of the book before the fourth edition, this would likely have been a reference to events that took place in 
1845. 
50 “The pages of Chambers’s Journal indicate an intense enthusiasm for the Architecture; for ‘high and 
rational Wonder has never been so delightfully associated with moral feeling’” (Secord, Victorian 
Sensation, 90). 
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Revolutions to Evolutions 

Fittingly, in terms of our proposed account of the genesis of the ideas in Vestiges, John 

Pringle Nichol’s astronomical work provides the basis of the first chapter, “The Bodies of 

Space, Their Arrangements and Formation,” and Nichol’s work also supports some of the 

foundational principles that pervade the book. The crucial significance of Nichol’s work 

to the structure of the argument in Vestiges warrants that we discuss his claims in some 

detail.51 Nichol propounded the nebular hypothesis for the formation of not just the solar 

system, but also all of the stars in the heavens, both seen and unseen. The nebular 

hypothesis was not a particularly controversial topic when Nichol wrote about it, as it 

would become especially after Vestiges made it notorious through association with the 

evolution of life. In their Bridgewater Treatises, William Buckland and William Whewell 

had both allowed for the possible natural production of the earth itself via the secondary 

cause of the nebular hypothesis, citing Laplace as its author (with no discernible fear of 

sounding atheistic or risking political damage from an association with radical French 

ideas). Buckland saw it as “the most simple, and therefore the most probable theory,” and 

he cited Whewell as having demonstrated that this conception “would tend to exalt our 

conviction of the prior existence of some presiding Intelligence.”52  

                                                
51 I beg my readers’ indulgence in repeating so much of his rhapsodic prose, but description simply does 
not do it justice—it must be displayed in order to truly impart its character. I might also here note that 
Secord treats this book in part of his discussions of strategy—such work, he claims, needed to be handled 
delicately; Secord says, “This plan required careful handling. Fears of association with Enlightenment 
cosmologies tempered enthusiasm for progress as a structuring device, for a narrative backed up by 
material causation could be read as making humans no better than beasts”  (Secord, Victorian Sensation, 
59). I invite my readers to consider as they peruse Nichol’s prose to what degree it should be characterized 
as cautious, or if there are clear signs of ‘tempered enthusiasm’ in Nichol’s approach. Nichol’s case is 
significant to Secord’s interpretation of the religious and progressive rhetoric in Vestiges being strategically 
planned—Nichol was in no way careful, as Secord seems to acknowledge, and Nichol’s work was 
Chambers’s most important model rather than the more measured work of Herschel or of Whewell. If there 
was a careful and strategic use of the rhetoric of progress, as Secord claims, it did not penetrate into North 
Britain to a great degree, and it is from Scottish models that Chambers would have mostly imbibed his 
strategies. Nichol’s work was hugely popular and well-respected among Scottish audiences, and Chambers 
praised both the content of his ideas and his rhetoric explicitly in Explanations: “The evidence for [the 
nebular hypothesis] is sketched in the Vestiges: it is exhibited with greater clearness, and in elegant and 
impressive language, in Professor Nichol’s Views of the Architecture of the Heavens” (Robert Chambers, 
Explanations: A Sequel (London: Churchill, 1845), 7.  
52 William Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy Considered in Relation to Natural Theology Vol. I 
(Philadelphia: Carey, Lea, and Blanchard, 1837), 41. 
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 Surely the most exalted exposition of the nebular hypothesis was Nichol’s version—

all of his popular astronomical work was passionately reverential. His book on the 

nebular theory was called Views of the Architecture of the Heavens, and the title speaks to 

his purpose—the heavens revealed an architecture, designed and established by God, and 

sonorous religious rhetoric resounds throughout the book. Nichol’s overall theological 

message was that a view of God working through secondary causes to progressively 

shape the universe through natural law is the highest conception of creative power 

possible—and far more consistent with the work of a transcendent omniscient being than 

individual acts of special creation. Nichol’s heavens were in an active state of evolution. 

Chambers followed the nebular hypothesis of Nichol so closely that the professor may 

have later threatened to charge him with plagiarism.53  

 In Nichol’s and Chambers’s theories, not only our solar system, but individual stars 

and entire star systems were in a constant state of development.  This view was actually a 

melding of two separate theories—the first was initially proposed by Emanuel 

Swedenborg, Immanuel Kant, and, finally, William Herschel. Herschel, the discoverer of 

the planet Uranus, suggested it as a hypothetical explanation for the possible fate of 

nebular clusters when he found that he could not resolve all of them into individual stars 

                                                
53 In a letter replying to Nichol, Combe implies that Nichol was considering claiming credit as the 
originator of the ideas, “in whole or in part,” contained in Vestiges and publicly outing Chambers as the 
author (NLS MSS 7391/347-350; George Combe to John Pringle Nichol, 18 March 1848). Nichol believed 
Chambers to be the author by 1845, but he could not confirm it—although Chambers let him in on the 
secret eventually and probably by 1846 (NLS Dep. 341/110/225-226, Dep. 341/110/229-230). When 
replying to Nichol’s letter of 1848, Combe seemed to believe that Nichol was asking him to confirm the 
authorship; without answering Nichol explicitly in the extant letters, Combe pleaded with him not to ruin 
Chambers’s career by exposing him: “In regard to the ‘vestiges,’ I am not informed who is the author. Mr 
Robert Chambers has always denied the authorship” (NLS MSS 7391/347-350, George Combe to John 
Pringle Nichol, 18 March 1848). As Secord discusses at length, keeping the secret involved numerous 
awkward moments. Chambers reported one such situation to Alexander Ireland while revising the 
manuscript for the 4th edition: “On Sunday, I went with Sir James M-Lelland to call for Nichol at the 
Observatory, when an amusing scene took place. Mc-L. said to N. that I had told him of his being the 
suspected author of the V.; whereat N. looked a good-deal confused, but quickly said that he knew who 
was. Sir M’L. said that Dr. S. B. had found it was a residuary clergyman residing at or near Dundee; 
whereafter I remarked the strong reason such a man would have for concealment. N. said, ‘It is no 
clergyman, but one who, from other literary engagements, has equally good reason to keep on the mark.’ 
Meaning me, of course. Yet would you believe it? I looked as unconscious as if I had never heard of the 
book. I felt afterwards half shocked at my own secretiveness. Wasn’t it delicate, however, of Nichol?” 
(NLS Dep. 341/110/ 86-87).  
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with his telescopes. Some, like the Orion Nebula, seemed to truly be made up of diffuse 

matter, often with a bright center. At the time Nichol wrote, however, he was one of the 

only astronomers arguing for the nebular formation of stars as a highly probable theory—

for the major astronomical experts, including John Herschel, William’s son, the idea was 

merely a possibility that would require vast amounts of further evidence and much more 

powerful telescopes to confirm.54  

 The second theory Nichol incorporated into his more comprehensive nebular 

hypothesis was also entirely hypothetical and modestly proposed by Pierre-Simon 

Laplace as a much more limited case with significant evidence in its favor—unlike the 

star theory. Laplace suggested that our solar system may have formed by the 

condensation of a solar atmosphere as it cooled and consolidated in stages. This nebular 

hypothesis, as we have seen, was approved as at least possible by Whewell, and as likely 

by Buckland and some others, because it made sense of the phenomena of the solar 

system; as Whewell explained it: 

It may easily be conceived that all the primary motions of a system so produced would be 
nearly circular, nearly in the plane of the original equator of the solar rotation, and in the 
direction of that rotation. Reasons are offered also to show that the motions of the 
satellites thus produced and the motions of rotation of the planets must be in the same 
direction. And thus it is held that the hypothesis accounts for the most remarkable 
circumstances in the structure of the solar system: namely, the motions of the planets in 
the same direction, and almost in the same plane; the motions of the satellites in the same 
direction as those of the planets; the motions of rotation of these different bodies still in 
the same direction as the other motions, and in planes not much different; the small 
excentricity of the orbits of the planets, upon which condition, along with some of the 
preceding ones, the stability of the system depends; and the position of the source of light 
and heat in the centre of the system.55 
 

                                                
54 John F. W. Herschel, Astronomy, Lardner’s Cabinet Cyclopaedia (London: Longman, et al., 1833). 
55 William Whewell, Astronomy and General Physics Considered with Reference to Natural Theology 
(London: Pickering, 1834), 182-183. Chambers acknowledged that the satellites of Uranus were believed to 
revolve retrograde to the planet, and described it as a case of bouleversement (Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 
9). According to Laplace, both our moon and the moons of Jupiter were observed to keep the same face 
toward their respective planets and their motions of rotation were exactly equal to their motion of 
revolution: see Pierre-Simon Laplace, System of the World Vol. II, tr. Henry H. Harte (Dublin: University 
Press, 1830), 320, 328-29. Relevant parts of this translation are printed as Appendix 2 in Ronald Numbers, 
Creation by Natural Law:  Laplace’s Nebular Hypothesis in American Thought (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1977), 124-132. 
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All of this could result from their formation as described by Laplace, and Chambers laid 

out this theory in great detail, citing the supposed mathematical proof of it produced by 

Auguste Comte.56 Because Chambers and Nichol made the two theories just different 

aspects of the same grand process, however, their critics were able to focus on the stellar 

evolution portion and claim to demolish the whole grounds on which their systems were 

built when Lord Rosse’s new telescope began to resolve many of the previously 

unresolvable nebulae into mere clusters of stars just after Vestiges was published.57  

 In addition, Chambers went even further than Nichol by referring to the nebular 

hypothesis repeatedly as rising to the level of an ascertained truth and erecting his whole 

principle of a universal Law of Development on this rather ethereal structure. Along with 

the idea of the developmental evolution of stars, Nichol’s approach to the individual facts 

of astronomy is relevant to his influence on the author of Vestiges. Nichol would readily 

admit that individual facts in astronomy could only be approximated, but that those 

approximations were adequate to conclude firm inferences: 
Let me emphatically remind you—of what you must never lose sight—that in the spheres we 
are tracking, we are not on the ground of absolute certainty, nor can we attempt to fix and 
define all that is to be found there. If we attain a notion of the general forms, or of the 
shadows of mighty truths, our journey will have its success. To carry into such regions the 

                                                
56 Chambers regularly misspelled ‘Comte’ as ‘Compte’ throughout the first edition of Vestiges. The quotes 
he offered supposedly from ‘Compte’ (Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 18) come from excerpts printed in an 
Edinburgh Review article: “Art. I.—Cours de Positive Philosophie,” Edinburgh Review, Vol. 67, (July 
1838), 271-308, quote on 300. Herschel was highly critical of this proof in his 1845 address to the BAAS, 
pointing out quite condescendingly that Comte had ignored complicating factors to simplify his equation to 
such a degree that his results were completely invalid: John F. W. Herschel, “Address of the President,” 
Report of the Meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, Vol. 15 (London: J. 
Murray, 1846), xxxviii-xxxix. 
57 For more on Rosse and his discoveries, see: Jim Bennett, “Rosse, Robinson and Rambaut: Creating a 
Regime of Observing at Birr Castle, 1840–1850,” Journal of the History of Astronomy, vol. 45 (4) (2014), 
400-417; William Parsons, The scientific papers of William Parsons, third Earl of Rosse, 1800–1867 
(London: Bradford, 1926); Michael Hoskin, “Rosse, Robinson, and the resolution of the nebulae,” Journal 
for the History of Astronomy, Vol. 21 (1990), 331–344; Michael Hoskin, “The Leviathan of Parsonstown: 
Ambitions and Achievements,” Journal for the History of Astronomy, vol. 33 (2002), 57-70; Thomas 
Romney Robinson, “An account of the present condition of the Earl of Rosse’s great telescope,” 
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy,, vol. 4 (1848), 119–128; Wolfgang Steinicke, “The M51 mystery: 
Lord Rosse, Robinson, South and the discovery of spiral structure in 1845,” Journal of astronomical 
history and heritage, vol. 15 (2012), 19–29. 
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full light of reason, to surmount all difficulties, and clear away all doubts, is reserved for 
after ages.58  
 

 Chambers went even further than Nichol that speculative leaps based on incomplete facts 

were legitimate actions to take in science. His initial hypotheses rapidly progressed to the 

legitimacy of ‘truth’ (not unlike the saltational leaps his species made from one to the 

next), and then became the foundations of further speculations.  

 Marilyn Ogilvie, who intimately studied every edition of Vestiges, demonstrates the 

importance of Chambers’s use of the nebular hypothesis to his overall project. She 

explains that Laplace promoted his idea as highly speculative and more analogical than 

literal, and that Nichol and Chambers exaggerated both Laplace’s theory and William 

Herschel's “cautious” hypothesis. Ogilvie claims that the nebular hypothesis was crucial 

to Chambers because he sought to make his Law of Development universal, which 

explains his continued adherence to Nichol’s ideas even after the foundations became 

shaky because of Lord Rosse’s findings. Even when Chambers dropped the nebular 

hypothesis as an ‘ascertained truth,’ he continued to discuss it in later editions of his 

treatise. As Ogilvie persuasively argues, Chambers’s attachment to the nebular 

hypothesis was intense and therefore reinforced critics’ assumptions that it was a crucial 

aspect of his developmental picture.59 

 Chambers was always less bombastic in his expression of the implications of this 

theory than Nichol, an ordained Church of Scotland minister, but that does not undermine 

the importance of the religious spirit at the core of the ideas that the author of Vestiges 

found so inspirational. Nichol claimed to propound “truths which, although startling at 

first, are found so much in harmony with the scheme of Nature, that we are soon chiefly 

astonished that they never occurred to us before.”60 These truths were ostensibly 

concerning the actions and the formations of stars and planets, but in each of his works 

                                                
58 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 37-38n. 
59 Marilyn Bailey Ogilvie, “Robert Chambers and the Nebular Hypothesis,” The British Journal for the 
History of Science, 8 (1975), 214-232. 
60 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 10. 
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Nichol revealed the hermeneutic significance the ideas held for him and the metaphysical 

assumptions on which they rested. 

 

An Indwelling World Soul 

First and foremost, the dominant metaphor running through Nichol’s Architecture is that 

of the universe as a growing, changing, living being.61 Simon Schaffer argues that the 

elder Herschel saw his project as a “natural history of the stars”—in the eighteenth-

century, static signification of that term.62 Nichol, and Chambers following him, brought 

astronomy into the natural history of the Romantic era—the study of process and change. 

While the Herschels described their work as ‘gauging’ the heavens, Nichol claimed that 

the project of understanding the structure of the universe is akin to ‘dissecting’ the 

firmament.63  The biological comparison may have begun there, but it moved 

immediately into a study of the living, breathing universe. At a time when evolution still 

referred mostly to an embryological process of development, Nichol proclaimed: 
They indicate among the Forms of these remote regions a variety as great as that which 
distinguishes the minute things around us. Not improbably it is one aim of the stupendous 
System of Evolution of which Creation as it exists is only one phase, to develope all 
possible variety, to exhibit how, without infraction of stedfast law, Being may be 
infinitely diversified, and room found for unfolding the whole riches of the Almighty.64 
 

The second part of Nichol’s work is suggestively titled, “The Principle of the Vitality, or 

of the Internal Mechanism of the Stellar Clusters.” Which of these two seemingly 

oppositional conceptions Nichol prefers is clear.  He asks his readers, are these 

appearances we see today “germinant of something future?”65 Later he queries (emphasis 

mine), “What is the intention of such a mass?...is it the germ of a more exalted Being—

                                                
61 Along with the examples given in this paragraph, Nichol also compared a nebula to the seed of a tree: 
Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 144-145.  
62 Simon Schaffer, “Herschel in Bedlam: Natural History and Stellar Astronomy,” The British journal for 
the History of Science, Vol. 13, No. 3 (Nov. 1980), 211-239. 
63 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 22.  
64 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 47. 
65 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 121. 
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the rudiments of something only yet being arranged?”66 His metaphor eventually evolves 

into mankind, with the relations of the various nebulae suggested as “the relations of 

progenitor and descendant…a picture, of youth ripening to manhood.”67 Chambers 

followed him in this; in Vestiges, the different nebulae are:  
but a step in what appears a chain of related things…. It may be presumed that all these are 
but stages in a progress, just as if seeing a child, a boy, a youth, a middle-aged, and an old 
man together, we might presume that the whole were only variations of one being.68  
 

As a living, changing, developing creation, Nichol suggested, the productions of the 

universe had an endpoint and he stated, “the progression advances until it is complete.”69 

Not only was the material world treated as if it was vital, Nichol even suggested in a 

different work the following year that it possessed an “indwelling Soul!”70 Nichol had all 

stars issue “from the womb of the Nebulae.”71 In Nichol’s worldview, churning about in 

their orbits and birthing planets by necessity, the nebulae are best seen not as 

manufactories within a mechanical system but as mothers pregnant with God’s Law and 

generating his vital creation.72  

 Where there is birth, there must also be death, and, like the encyclopedist (quoting 

Pemberton) whom Chambers had read as a child, Nichol saw no need to fight this 

inevitable end:  
And mark the nature of this decay. It comes, not as Newton thought, by accident, 
derangement or disease, but through the midst of harmony; it is an easy consequence of the 
venerable power which first evolved us, infused our scheme with the spirit of life, and gave 
it structure and strength…. So dies Nature’s unblemished child—the simple flower! It bursts 
its seed, buds and blooms; and then in unpained obedience draws in its leaves and sinks into 
the lap of its Mother Earth.73 

                                                
66 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 129. 
67 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 137. 
68 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 8. 
69 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 140.  
70 John Pringle Nichol, The Phenomena and Order of the Solar System, (Edinburgh: Tait, 1838), 176 
71 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 162. 
72 This latter metaphor is mine, not Nichol’s. On the issue of necessity: “Phenomena apparently the most 
distant are often closely related in the grand scheme of things; and—as you will learn afterwards—the 
rotation of an orb, and the existence of engirdling planets, are so closely connected, that the planets may be 
said to spring out of the circumstance of rotation; the existence of planets may be almost predicated of 
every case where rotation is detected” (Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 62). 
73 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 185-186. 
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But this death was not for Nichol the end of time, but merely making way for a new 

transformation: “Mark the Chrysalis! It is the grave of the worm, but the cradle of the 

sunborn insect.”74 And what if, Nichol asked, our world does come to destruction in some 

distant future? His answer was that materiality is not the end: “a time may come, when 

the veil can be drawn aside—when spirit shall converse directly with spirit, and the 

creature gaze without hinderance on the effulgent face of its Creator.”75 Chambers was 

not as prolific with his metaphors, but he did speak of the earth and the solar system in 

organismic terms: 

we might with the more confidence speak of our system as not amongst the elder born of 
Heaven, but one whose various phenomena, physical and moral, as yet lay undeveloped…. 
Thus in the sublime chronology to which we are directing our enquiries, we first find 
ourselves called upon to consider the globe which we inhabit as a child of the sun.76  
 

Chambers also borrowed Herschel’s line that there is “a true family likeness” seen in the 

relations between the planets.77 As Secord notes, there is a hint of domesticity to these 

sorts of metaphors, demonstrating an example of one of the prominent themes in Scottish 

Romantic literature.78 That Chambers saw both the physical and the moral state of the 

earth to be in a relatively early stage of development exposes his Romantic idealism—

hope for better and higher sentiment in society to come—and reflects the concern with 
                                                
74 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 187.  
75 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 188. 
76 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 22-23.  
77 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 12; the quote is originally from Herschel, Astronomy, 264. Chambers 
interpreted this line very differently than Herschel intended it. While (aside from a few points of 
punctuation) the quote is accurate, Herschel’s discussion of this very clearly indicates that he only meant it 
to imply that the planets were all under control of the same law of gravity, not, as Chambers presents it 
here, as a physical relation of kinship from the same material foundation as well as the sense that they were 
all operating under the same set of laws. In his address to the BAAS in 1845, Herschel said he had no 
problem with Laplace’s hypothesis for the development of the solar system as long as it was taken as 
purely conjectural: Herschel, “Address,” xlii. Chambers went immediately from the above family 
resemblance to the following discussion on nebulae, which was no part of Herschel’s intended meaning. 
Herschel said in his discussion of nebulae in 1833 that the few that really are concentrations of luminous 
matter, as some probably are, certainly could be ‘destined’ to be stars, but he leaves it entirely conjectural 
for the time being: “Meanwhile, appeal to fact, by the method of constant and diligent observation, is open 
to us; and, as the double stars have yielded to this style of questioning, and disclosed a series of relations of 
the most intelligible and interesting description, we may reasonably hope that the assiduous study of the 
nebulae will, ere long, lead to some clearer understanding of their intimate nature” (Herschel, Astronomy, 
406-407). 
78 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 99-102.   
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morality so common in literature emanating from Scotland. But this should not be seen as 

merely a political statement, or as purely an expression of a literary theme—it went far 

deeper than that.   

 For Nichol, not only were the nebulae the wombs of new stars, but time itself was an 

organ of generation and growth: “Absolute permanence is visible nowhere around us, and 

the fact of change, merely intimates, that in the exhaustless womb of the future, 

unevolved wonders are in store.”79 The idea of God’s plentitude required for Nichol that 

there be constant change. In Architecture, while possibilities at any one time might be 

limited, the potential, if extended through the reaches of eternity, becomes the infinite 

variety worthy of the creation of an infinite being. Change is everywhere, in the living 

world and also in the nonliving; all stars, even those that appear stable to our limited 

vision, are in the process of evolution: 
they also are governed by the omnipotent ordination of Activity; and partake amid their 
apparent profound repose, of that course of change to which all the universe is subject, and 
which presents to the meditative eye the mightiest shows of Being as only transitory—
phases of some scheme of unresting and stupendous evolution!80  
 

But Nichol reassured his readers that this constant change was nothing to fear—rather it 

was all part of a unified plan, because it was all subject to uniform law: 
Judged in this true light, the vastness of Creation is comprised within a mighty plan; and 
we, standing on this little world, can gaze around on its majesty, and note its stupendous 
changes in peace—knowing that there is no hazard or caprice in Mutability, but only the 
stern and stedfast power of LAW, through which events roll onward to their destiny.81 
 

Who could fear a child growing to adulthood? There is nothing more in the vast 

evolutions of the heavens than this same process playing out on a grand scale:  
Even thus harmonious is the universe! And seeing the perfect continuity of that golden line 
of order, which unites its mightiest phenomena with its least, so that the motions of a speck 
of dust may illustrate causes adequate to generate worlds,—what achievement is too high to 
be hoped for future discovery?82  
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We see echoes of this same sentimental approach to the laws connecting micro and macro 

in Chambers’s touching line, “The tear that falls from childhood's cheek is globular, 

through the efficacy of that same law of mutual attraction of particles which made the sun 

and planets round.”83 Is this an attempt to denigrate that tear, to lower it in his readers’ 

conception to the level of mere materiality? I argue, as Chambers repeatedly expressed, 

that it is instead his way of elevating and unifying the majesty and beauty of all of God’s 

laws, be they physical, moral, or physiological. In a natural law that operates even on 

something as individual and personal as a child’s single tear, we can see the melding of 

Enlightenment universality and rationality with Romantic particularity and poignancy. 

The consistency of law operating across the spectrum of magnitude and throughout the 

seeming divisions of nature was one of the most essential points in the unity theme of 

Vestiges. This essence of the first chapter of Vestiges is to set the parameters of unity and 

consistency at the highest level, and to show that nature is a totality, one great system: “as 

the planets are parts of solar systems, so are solar systems parts of what may be called 

astral systems.” In later chapters, Chambers would bring the same laws to apply on the 

smallest germs of life, but he began with magnitude and sublimity—the heavens 

themselves bear witness to and demonstrate the unity of God's laws.  

 

The Plurality of Worlds 

The idea of God’s plentitude resulting in constant change also implied a plurality of 

worlds that were all peopled with life. That our planet might be the only one occupied 

seemed never to have occurred to Chambers as a serious proposition once he learned as a 

child about the existence of so many other worlds; and on this point he was in the 

mainstream of Scottish intellectual culture. The Encyclopaedia, the astronomical treatises 

of the great theologian Thomas Chalmers, the popular astronomy of the evangelical 

Thomas Dick, and the writings of the eminent physicist David Brewster all adamantly 
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supported the idea as the only rational possibility given God’s goodness and His desire to 

expend His energies on creation.84 Thomas Dick argued that: 
Matter was evidently framed for the purpose of Mind; And if we could suppose that the vast 
masses of matter in the heavens had no relation to mind, they must, then, have been created 
in vain; a supposition that would derogate from the moral character and the perfections of 
Him who is ‘the only wise God.’85  
 

The argument for extraterrestrial life was often accompanied with the point that our 

world was but one tiny part of a vast and unknowable universe, and that God would not 

have made such a vast expanse in vain. Nichol exclaimed: 
But is LIFE in all these planets? Through all possible schemes, through all conditions of a 
Globe’s evolving organization, is what we call LIFE an inseparable or essential 
concomitant? Life, visible or invisible—i.e. the sentient and intelligent principle—nay 
even, progressive life, a growing and evolving Reason—is doubtless an essential element 
of the Universe; perhaps the very highest development of any imaginable energy; such 
Life may be diffused without limit, may assume forms and be connected with bodies or 
centres, of which man has obtained hitherto only the most confined idea: but to the 
fulfilling and realizing of this aim, is it necessary that small, sentient, self-contained 
organisms—worshipping, with few dissents, their peculiar IDOLS of the tribe, den, 
forum, and theatre,—shall move over the surface of each planet?86  
 

Nichol answered no to this last question—concerning what specific types of creatures 

roamed the millions of planets in the vast reaches of the heavens he did not offer a sure 

opinion. But Chambers claimed to know something more specific about their character. 

They would be like the life forms here on earth, because: 
Where there is light there will be eyes, and these, in other spheres, will be the same in all 
respects as the eyes of tellurian animals, with only such differences as may be necessary to 

                                                
84 Thomas Chalmers, A Series of Discourses on the Christian Revelation Viewed in Connection with 
Astronomy, 8th ed. (Glasgow: John Smith and Son, 1817), 26-34; Thomas Dick, Celestial Scenery: or, The 
wonders of the planetary system displayed… (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1838), 302-304, 394-398, and 
many other pages; David Brewster, More Worlds than One: The Creed of the Philosopher and the hope of 
the Christian (London: John Murray, 1854). Whewell initially allowed for a plurality of worlds, then later 
rejected it: see Whewell, Astronomy and General Physics, 269-273; and [William Whewell], Of the 
Plurality of Worlds: An Essay (London: John W. Parker, 1853). For a modern discussion of the issues, see 
Michael Crowe, The Extraterrestrial Life Debate 1750-1900: The Idea of a Plurality of Worlds from Kant 
to Lowell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986, 1988), and Michael Ruse, Introduction to Of the 
Plurality of Worlds: A Facsimile of the First Edition of 1853; Plus Previously Unpublished Material 
Excised by the Author Just Before the Book Went to Press; and Whewell’s Dialogue Rebutting His Critics, 
Reprinted from the Second Edition, by William Whewell (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2001), 1-31.  
85 Dick, Celestial Scenery 393.  
86 Nichol, Solar System, 175-176. 
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accord with minor peculiarities of condition and of situation…. species for species, class for 
class, kingdom for kingdom…the inhabitants of all the other globes of space bear not only a 
general, but a particular resemblance to those of our own.87 
 

Chambers’s conception of unity throughout creation extended to the outer reaches of the 

universe even in the realm of the living. As the law of gravity had been found to rule 

everywhere, so too could we assume that the Law of Development would people the 

other planets according to a preordained system of relations. The universality of gravity’s 

operation provided a model for other potential universal laws, and Chambers saw his Law 

of Development as just another example of a natural law operating in a similar causal 

manner.  

 A common way to begin a discussion of the solar system in nineteenth-century 

astronomy was by introducing the balancing of the oppositional forces of gravity and 

centrifugal force, which kept the planets in their respective places. It is discussed by the 

encyclopedists, by Herschel, by Whewell, by Chambers, and by Dick, as well as by 

Nichol and many others. Nichol drew a broad metaphysical conclusion from these 

interacting forces: 
I deny not that different laws may exist; nay, they must,—for it is only in the 
commingling of Opposites that Variety and Progress can be produced; but all is not 
opposition which seems so, and most of what we divide and parcel out into isolated 
bundles, is nothing other than the parts of the same grand scheme. Philosophy has taught 
this for ages—it is, in fact, the secret of her life; for she aims to gather up all fragments, 
and to present the Universe united, compact, tending to one end—a type of its August 
CREATOR.88  
 

Here are theses and antitheses, represented by forces, and leading to a synthesis that 

results in progress—Scottish Romanticism in action. The interacting of forces not only 

created a stable orbit, but such forces produced movement and possibility toward an even 

greater eventual purpose. That the universe was moving toward a developmental end is 

also woven into the Vestiges story. While the human species was the current highest level 

and purpose toward which the plan of the universe had been moving, it was not to stop 

there.  
                                                
87 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 163-164.  
88 Nichol, Architecture of the Heavens, 166. 
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Purpose and Meaning 

The analogizing of planets and stars to life forms with a life history, was suggestive of an 

idea of final cause that was generally associated only with living things in nineteenth-

century British science. As Whewell explained: 
There is one idea which the researches of the physiologist and the anatomist so constantly 
force upon him, that he cannot help assuming it as one of the guides of his speculations; I 
mean, the idea of a purpose, or, as it is called in Aristotelian phrase, a final cause, in the 
arrangement of the animal frame. In Physics to ask why is to ask ‘through what cause?’ but 
in physiology it is to ask ‘for what end?’89  
 

Nichol—and Chambers following him—were applying a physiological idea of final cause 

to the material world of stars and planets. Natural theologians in the more mechanistic 

mode of Paley often asked ‘for what end’ in their speculations about the interrelations of 

things to each other and to mankind, but did not usually ask it of inanimate things 

themselves.  

 Purpose is integral to nature in Vestiges. In common with the Bridgewater Treatises, 

Chambers addressed how the material conditions of the universe are suited to its living 

beings. A probable source for Chambers’s ideas about the composition and condition of 

the solar system, again uncited, was likely the Scottish clergyman Thomas Dick’s work 

on astronomy. Dick’s 1837 Celestial Scenery; or, the Wonders of the Planetary System 

Displayed Illustrating the Perfections of the Deity and a Plurality of Worlds, contains a 

rather striking idea concerning heat distribution that I have not found in either Nichol’s 

book or any of the more mainstream works on astronomy. Even if Dick was not the direct 

source of this idea, anyone who read both Vestiges and Celestial Scenery would likely 

have associated the two. Though Dick was, like Nichol, a legitimate astronomer and 

published papers in scientific journals, his book on extraterrestrial life was the subject of 

numerous unflattering comments in more mainstream works; it was also the target of the 

satirical essays in the New York Sun that became known as the ‘Great Moon Hoax.’90 The 
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wording of Chambers’s discussion of the distribution of heat throughout the solar system 

is very similar to Dick’s, and is both idealistic and without scientific warrant. Dick 

opines: 
we have only to suppose that the Creator has proportioned the quantity of caloric (or that 
which produces sensible heat) to the distance at which every planet is placed from the sun, 
so that a large quantity exists in Saturn and a smaller quantity in Mercury. If, therefore, the 
quantity of caloric connected with Uranus be in proportion to its distance from the sun, there 
may be as much warmth experienced in that distant region of the solar system as in the 
mildest parts of our temperate zones. 91  
 

Chambers’s own discussion is based on God’s mode of operating through natural law, 

and although the manner of His acting is secondary through the nebular formation, he 

draws from it a conclusion very similar to Dick’s concerning the care of Providence: 
The earth and all its various substances have at present a certain volume in consequence of 
the temperature which actually exists. When, then, we find that its matter and that of the 
associate planets was at one time diffused throughout the whole space, now circumscribed 
by the orbit of Uranus, we cannot doubt, after what we know of the power of heat, that the 
nebulous form of matter was attended by the condition of a very high temperature. The 
nebulous matter of space, previous to the formation of stellar and planetary bodies, must 
have been a universal Fire Mist, an idea we can scarcely comprehend, though the reasons for 
arriving at it seem irresistible…. Uranus would be formed at the time when the heat of our 
system’s matter was at the greatest, Saturn at the next, and so on…. It may be that a 
sufficiency of heat still remains in those planets to make up for their distance from the sun, 
and the consequent smallness of the heat which they derive from his rays…. Thus there may 
be upon the whole a nearly equal experience of heat amongst all these children of the sun.92 
 

Such purpose is subtly implicit throughout Vestiges, even though Chambers’s style and 

intended audience does not make it pertinent to hammer his readers over the head with it 

in every paragraph. Chambers saw the world as teleological. What is happening now has 

a destination, a point in the future toward which it is tending, even if “it may be countless 

ages before the eyes which are to see this added resplendence shall exist.”93 He followed 

Nichol also in seeing that each part had a purpose in and of itself, even as it played a part 

in the greater whole. As Nichol put it: 
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No part of creation exists merely as a means;—every thing is besides an end to itself: and 
within that looming mass, whatever be its final destiny, there are doubtless wide and 
systematic relationships,—each particle of its matter will be arranged and adjusted to its 
neighbor; nay, who can tell, who that has looked on these monuments of bygone worlds—
the fossil relics which mark the early progress of our own planet—but, this amorphous 
substance may bear within it, laid up in its dark bosom—the germs, the producing powers of 
that LIFE, which in coming ages will bud and blossom, and effloresce, into manifold and 
growing forms, until it becomes fit harbourage and nourishment to every varying degree of 
intelligence, and every shade of moral sensibility and greatness!94    
 

While one can certainly see a political implication here, as some historians have, 

Chambers more likely saw this biologically, as Nichol certainly may have meant it, and 

he began to formulate a theory of development that could people our planet and all others 

with all the varieties of life.95 Each life form was simultaneously an end in itself, and a 

potential for what it might evolve into.  

 Nichol also provided a model for defending the system of evolution from the charges 

that it was empirically unverifiable. While some may not be satisfied with anything less 

than actual change before their eyes, Nichol diminished this position by comparing it to 

the shortsighted vision of an insect: 
There is a creature named the Ephemeron, whose life is confined to the veriest point of 
time,—in one short hour it dances out its existence in the sunbeam. That creature is in 
presence of all the phenomena of vegetable growth; it may see trees—it may see flowers, but 
how could it or its generations actually observe their progressive development? In relation to 
the nebulae, Man is only an Ephemeron…. But Time, as we conceive it, has nothing to do 
with the question—we are speaking of the operations of and tracing the footsteps of One 
who is above all time—we are speaking of the energies of that Almighty Mind, with regard 
to whose infinite capacity a day is as a thousand years.96 
 

Chambers used this same example to defend the evolution of species: 
 It must be borne in mind that the gestation of a single organism is the work of but a few 
days, weeks, or months; but the gestation (so to speak) of a whole creation is a matter 
probably involving enormous spaces of time. Suppose that an ephemeron, hovering over a 
pool for its one April day of life, were capable of observing the fry of the frog in the water 
below…. it would be little qualified to conceive that the external branchiae of these 
creatures were to decay, and be replaced by internal lungs, that feet were to be developed, 
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the tail erased, and the animal then to become a denizen of the land. Precisely such may be 
our difficulty in conceiving that any species which people our earth is capable of advancing 
by generation to a higher type of being. 97 
 

In this instance, Chambers did not follow the analogy up with a reference to the Almighty 

Mind, as Nichol did, and as he had on other occasions. Instead he used it as the 

conclusion to his discussion of Babbage’s calculating engine, which was in a sense a 

synonym for the Creator.98 

 

Who shall say where is his dwelling place? 

As I mentioned previously, Chambers was not as magniloquent as Nichol, nor were his 

religious views on display so prominently. But they were there, and embedded in the 

warp and weave of the work implicitly even when not advertised explicitly. Still we find 

some overt expressions of the same wonder and sublimity that characterized Nichol’s 

writing punctuating key points throughout Vestiges. Nichol rhapsodized on the 

inaccessible enigmas of the universe: 
And who after all would grieve although there be some enclosed spots—quietudes, in 
Creation, which will be unexplored, unpenetrated forever; who that has felt the soft healing 
of Evening, can regret that, even in the intellectual world, there are regions into which 
faintness and weariness may sometimes flee, and take shelter and repose, away from the 
scorch and glare of oppressive light! Sweet and inviting mysteries—among whose gentle 
shadows Hope and Fear, and all unnamed yearnings, tremendously advance, and find or 
fashion for themselves images of purity, convictions of immortality, vistas of a long life to 
come, through which the soul may wander freer and greater than now, ‘having gained the 
privilege by virtue!’99  
 

And Chambers would also accept limitations to human understanding and celebrate the 

mysteries of the one great First Cause: 
All these considerations, when the mind is thoroughly prepared for them, tend to raise our 
ideas with respect to the character of physical laws, even though we do not go a single step 
further in the investigation. But it is impossible for an intelligent mind to stop there. We 
advance from law to the cause of law, and ask, What is that? Whence have come all these 
beautiful regulations? Here science leaves us, but only to conclude from other grounds, that 
there is a First Cause to which all others are secondary and ministrative, a primitive almighty 
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will, of which these laws are merely the mandates. That great being, who shall say where is 
his dwelling place, or what is his history! Man pauses breathless at the contemplation of a 
subject so much above his finite faculties, and only can wonder and adore!100 
 

Chambers, despite this seeming statement of humility, believed that God dwelled only in 

His law. This ‘primitive almighty will’ is the key to understanding not just the religious 

message of Vestiges, but Chambers’s view of the mechanisms underlying physical and 

material interactions. As Chambers described physical laws (emphasis mine): 
[W]hat are such laws? All that can yet be said, in answer, is, that we see certain natural 
events proceeding in an invariable order under certain conditions, and thence infer the 
existence of some fundamental arrangement which, for the bringing about of these events, 
has a force and certainty of action similar to, but more precise and unerring than those 
arrangements which human society makes for its own benefit, and calls laws.101 
 

Chambers and Nichol shared a concept of natural law as a causal phenomenon rather than 

merely a description of the orderliness of nature.102  

 The fact that Chambers used natural law in this causal sense throughout his book is 

crucial to my interpretation of his religious meaning, and to understand its bearing on this 

issue we can again look to his first inspiration for the law of development in Nichol. 

There is no doubt that Chambers shared Nichol’s idea of the action and significance of 

natural law, which the Glasgow professor stated thus:  
If uneasy feelings are suggested and I have heard of such—by the idea of a process which 
may appear to substitute progress for creation, and place law in the room of providence, 
their origin lies in the misconception of a name. LAW of itself is no substantive or 
independent power; no causal influence sprung of blind necessity, which carries on 
events of its own will and energizes without command. Separated from connexion with 
an ARRANGER in reference to whose mind alone, and as expressive of the Creative Idea 
it can be connected with the notion of control—Law is a mere name for a long order—an 
order unoriginated, unupheld, unsubstantial, whose floor sounds hollow beneath the 
tread, and whose spaces are all void; an order hanging tremblingly over nothingness, and 
of which nothing is constituent—every thing and creature fails not to beseech incessantly 
for a substance and substratum in the idea of ONE—WHO LIVETH FOR EVER!103 
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It was a misapprehension, Nichol insisted, that gravity be seen as a power or force 

‘compelling or producing’ motion. To imagine so could cause God to be excluded—in 

other words, only with God behind the law could it be seen as causal. In response to 

criticism of this concept of natural law, Nichol backed off on it in later work, but he did 

not really give it up: 
Yet how is it, that Things are thus linked together? What are those LAWS, those 
Expressions of Order, whose existence is attested by external events, but nowhere 
explained?—Powers apparently environing all visible things, and superior both to Time 
and Space; so that when we contemplate them we feel the unchangeableness, the solemn 
stillness of Eternity—thus realizing the profound feeling of the poet, under whose 
thoughtful eye  
 
 Our noisy years seem moments in the being 
 Of the Eternal Silence. 
 
Dread Phantasms! Surely ye are part of the CREATIVE MIND: surely the faculty to 
cognize you, indicates a power to rise above Time, to link one’s Being with what cannot 
be blotted out, as a wave is by that which succeeds it! Inspired by Hope—by Confidence, 
REASON stretches towards you ever fondly, ever desiring to ADORE!104  

 
For Nichol, natural law was so much more than a description of order in nature—it was 

nothing if not the mind of God unfolding his will in the material world. In Vestiges, 

Chambers expressed a similar conception explicitly, if less floridly:  
Those who would object to the hypothesis of a creation by the intervention of law, do not 
perhaps consider how powerful an argument in favour of the existence of God is lost by 
rejecting this doctrine. When all is seen to be the result of law, the idea of an Almighty 
Author becomes irresistible, for the creation of a law for an endless series of 
phenomena—an act of intelligence above all else that we can conceive—could have no 
other imaginable source, and tells, moreover, as powerfully for a sustaining as for an 
originating power.105  

 
God was still present in the emanation of will that caused natural law to operate 

consistently for all time and in all places. Chambers repeatedly demanded (and it was one 

of few things on which he was entirely consistent throughout every edition) that the mode 
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of God’s working was the true significance of Vestiges, and in his appendix, “Proofs,” 

which he added to the Tenth edition, he spelled it out again: 
Law, I have over and over again said, is merely a term of human convenience to express the 
orderly manner in which the will of God is worked out in external nature; and He must be 
ever present in the arrangements of the universe, as the only means by which they could be 
even for a moment sustained.106  
 

 Chambers cited William Buckland in support of the sublimity of such a conception of 

the Creator as lawgiver, able to arrange things from the start and then sustain them 

through His presence, but he could also have cited William Whewell, from his 

Bridgewater Treatise, to support his overall conception: 
Wherever these laws appear, we have a manifestation of the intelligence by which they 
were established. But a law supposes an agent, and a power; for it is the mode according 
to which the agent proceeds, the order according to which the power acts. Without the 
presence of such an agent, of such a power, conscious of the relations on which the law 
depends, producing the effects which the law prescribes, the law can have no efficacy, no 
existence. Hence we infer that the intelligence by which the law is ordained, the power by 
which it is put in action, must be present at all times and in all places where the effects of 
the law occur; that thus the knowledge and the agency of the Divine Being pervade every 
portion of the universe, producing all action and passion, all permanence and change.107  
 

Whewell warned, quoting Newton, that, “‘All these things he rules, not as the soul of the 

world, but as the Lord of all,’” but it is certainly easy under such guidelines to make the 

switch that Chambers and Nichol made to give the world an ‘indwelling soul’ and make 

God’s action more immanent than externally legislative.108 Such a concept of natural law 

as God’s causal force is easily derived from Scottish philosophy. Whewell also brought 

in Dugald Stewart’s view that all effects, physical and otherwise, “are the immediate 

effects of divine agency.”109 Stewart presented God as continually operating through 

providence as efficient cause.110 Chambers’s God operated only according to his own 
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rules, whereas Stewart’s could make them up as he went along. Chambers’s God 

arranged things from the start to unfold according to a plan, with his will always 

operating as it had at the start, whereas Stewart’s was immediately acting in every 

moment. But both of these Scottish authors were treating the Creator as the equivalent of 

an efficient cause.  

 Chambers’s conception of natural law seemed archaic to many in Britain by the 

middle of the nineteenth century. The norms of scientific language were to treat natural 

law only as a metaphor and a descriptor, even if one assumed God’s action as First 

Cause. Despite Whewell’s concluding remarks on the issue, cited above, he was adamant 

earlier in the same work that speaking of the laws of nature is only to speak 

metaphorically.111 Natural laws, Whewell insisted, are different from moral laws by being 

purely descriptive—things just do what they do—not prescriptive, as in they should do it: 

“transgression is not punished, it is excluded.”112 Darwin wrote in one of his notebooks in 

1838: “The explanation of types of structure in classes—as resulting from the will of the 

deity, to create animals on certain plans,—is no explanation—it has not the character of 

a physical law /& is therefore utterly useless.”113 And Herschel publicly attacked Vestiges 

(though not by name) in the opening address of the 1845 BAAS meeting (with Chambers 

in the audience) by addressing the book’s conception of natural law.114 Vestiges had 

actually helped bring to a point of exigency a deep philosophical question—whether 

science was about finding true causes or discovering laws. By conflating the two, or 
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Darwin’s emphasis. 
114 Herschel, “Address,” xxviii-xliv. Herschel also despised Nichol’s work; Secord says, “Herschel 
privately condemned the Architecture as an attention-grabbing potboiler, which led him to take ‘a very 
humble opinion’ of Nichol's astronomical abilities. The book was bombastic and overwrought, ‘a deliberate 
attempt to burst the English language by inflation’”  (Secord, Victorian Sensation, 60).  
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basically substituting the one for the other, Vestiges provoked Herschel to plead with his 

colleagues to clarify this very point: 
The evil I complain of becomes yet more grievous when the idea of law is brought so 
prominently forward as not merely to throw into the background that of cause, but almost to 
thrust it out of view altogether; and if not to assume something approaching to the character 
of direct agency, at least to place itself in position of a substitute for what mankind in 
general understands by explanation…. Surely…the natural human craving after causes 
capable in some conceivable way of giving rise to such changes and transformations of 
organ and intellect…causes why…causes, at all events, intermediate between the steps of 
the development—becomes importunate.115  
 

Here was the deeply religious Herschel calling for truly scientific and secondary causes, 

and the metaphysical Chambers satisfied that he had already provided all that was 

necessary through God’s will and His transcendent Law of Development. The fact that 

Chambers seemed never to fully understand the difference that Herschel was getting at 

indicates how deeply mystical his mind truly was.116  

 Huxley objected vociferously to Chambers’s use of natural law along similar lines 

in his 1854 review of the Tenth edition of Vestiges.117 Huxley later said that he thought 

his treatment on this occasion was too savage, and Darwin also said it was a bit too 

harsh.118 Huxley’s review calls the book “charlatanerie” and an “attractive and still 

notorious work of fiction.”119 Huxley’s first charge concerned the author’s use of the 

concept of natural law, and he pointed out that its actual deployment in the book was 

                                                
115 Herschel, “Address,” xlii. 
116 Additional evidence for Chambers’s mystical mindset is provided by his adoption of Spiritualism, 
which is addressed in Chapter IX, “Vestiges and the Hermeneutics of the Natural World.” It is certainly 
possible that being mired in metaphysics is not the only explanation for Chambers’s inability to understand 
the difference that Herschel was getting at, though it is consistent with his message. T. H. Huxley later 
addressed Chambers’s complaint that no one understood the real point of his theory: “We really must 
suggest that difficulty of comprehension is by no means a test of depth of thought, and that it would be well 
to leave out, in the eleventh edition, the confession, that this book, so popular with the mob, is 
incomprehensible to the thinker. Obscurity is more often the mark of the muddiness than of the depth of the 
stream of thought” (T. H. Huxley, “Review of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation Tenth Edition. 
London 1853,” The British and Foreign Medico-Chirurgical Review (1854) Scientific Memoirs 5, accessed 
March 2, 2015, http://aleph0.clarku.edu/huxley/SM5/vest.html). 
117 Huxley, “Review of Vestiges.”    
118 Darwin Correspondence Project, Letter 1587, Darwin to Huxley, 2 Sept [1854], accessed March 1, 
2015, http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/entry-1587. Huxley’s regrets are recorded in Leonard Huxley, ed., 
The Life and Letters of Thomas Henry Huxley, Vol. 1 (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1909), 180.  
119 Huxley, “Review of Vestiges,” The British and Foreign Medico-Chirurgical Review. 
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inconsistent with the theoretical definition of it offered. I contend that the way an author 

uses a term indicates more about his true meaning than what he says that he is doing (or 

even thinks that he is doing). Huxley, referring to the passage quoted above from the 

Tenth edition, condensed the message to its actual implications and insisted that all the 

‘real proposition’ of Vestiges amounted to was that: 
Creation took place in an orderly manner, by the direct agency of the Deity. A 
proposition which is as old as Genesis…. It is simply, exhibited in all its naked 
crudeness, the belief that a law is an entity—a Logos intermediate between the Creator 
and his works—which is entertained by the Vestigenarian in common with the great mass 
of those who, like himself, indulge in science at second-hand and dispense totally with 
logic. To use a phrase of M. Comte’s—the mind of the Vestigenarian is in the metaphysic 
stage, and confounds its own abstraction with objective fact.120  
 

Huxley spent most of the rest of this review caustically attempting to refute specifics of 

the scientific ideas presented in Vestiges, but Darwin’s comments to Huxley concerning 

this review let most of those aspects stand, though he did commend,  “How capitally you 

analyse his notion of law.”121  

 Despite Huxley’s later regret at his savagery toward the author of Vestiges, he 

revived it in full force in 1887 in an attack on Chambers’s acquaintance and fellow 

dabbler in natural law, the transcendentalist Duke of Argyll, George Douglas Campbell. 

Argyll’s book, The Reign of Law, provided an opportunity for Huxley to bring 

Chambers’s ‘pseudo-scientific’ conception back into the spotlight.122 Huxley attributed 

Argyll’s ideas about natural law (knowing full well that they had emanated from the same 

northern capital as Vestiges) to the ‘Vestigenarian,’ and called them yet another example 

of:  

the modern pseudo-scientific philosophy which confounds laws with causes. I have not 
taken the trouble to trace out this commonest of fallacies to its first beginning; but I was 
familiar with it in full bloom, more than forty years ago, in a work which had a great 
vogue in its day—the ‘Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation’—of which the first 
edition was published in 1844. 

                                                
120 Huxley, “Review of Vestiges,” The British and Foreign Medico-Chirurgical Review. 
121 Darwin Correspondence Project, Letter 1587, Darwin. to Huxley.  
122 Thomas Henry Huxley, “Science and Pseudo-Science,” Popular Science, Vol 31 (June 1887), 207-224; 
[George Douglas Campbell], Duke of Argyll, Reign of Law (London: Alexander Strahan, 1867). 
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It is full of apt and forcible illustrations of pseudo-scientific realism…. In fact, in the 
mind of the author of the ‘Vestiges,’ ‘laws’ are existences intermediate between the 
Creator and his works, like the ‘ideas’ of the Platonizers or the Logos of the 
Alexandrians…. It is intelligible that the Creator should operate according to such rules 
as he might think fit to lay down for himself (and, therefore, according to law); but that 
would leave the operation of his will just as much a direct personal act as it would be 
under any other circumstances.123 
 

Huxley never could see that this was precisely what Chambers meant them to be, but that 

his God did not have the same mode of action as that of the God of the Presbyterian and 

Anglican traditions.   

 Herschel’s discussion of Vestiges at the BAAS meeting in 1845 provides remarkable 

insight into what one idealistic natural philosopher expected science to provide—a mark 

from which Chambers’s work fell far short:  

And when nothing is offered to satisfy this craving [after causes], but loose and vague 
reference to favourable circumstances of climate, food, and general situation…who is there 
who does not at once perceive that such a theory is in no respect more explanatory, than that 
would be which simply asserted a miraculous intervention at every successive step…. A law 
may be a rule of action, but it is not action…. Either directly or through delegated agency, 
whatever takes place is not merely willed but done, and what is done we then only declare to 
be explained, when we can trace a process, and show that it consists of steps analogous to 
those we observe in occurrences which have passed often enough before our own eyes to 
have become familiar, and to be termed natural.124 
 

When historians try to make the issues in the reception of Vestiges by men of science 

determined by politics, or even religion, or social status (as so many have) they tend to 

miss (since it is beside the point of their arguments) the deep philosophical importance of 

what Herschel is here saying. If we really want to understand nineteenth-century science, 

we should take such pronouncements from its representative spokesmen, men whose 

work at least was almost uniformly respected by their peers, very seriously.  It is on these 

very points that Herschel demanded a satisfaction that Darwin could deliver—not 

perfectly, by any means, but in the direction of this ideal—where Chambers had not. This 

lack of providing the most basic desiderata of the standards by which science was 

expected to operate by its principal practitioners—by propounding a universal theory of 
                                                
123 Huxley, “Pseudo-Science,” 216. 
124 Herschel, “Address,” xlii-xliii.  
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development but offering neither genuine descriptive laws nor actual physical causes 

concerning how it operated—that is one essential element to explain the negative 

reception that Vestiges received from men of science. More so than the metaphysics, the 

heterodoxy, the politics, or the social status of its author, the lack of scientific rigor—

both in philosophical and factual points—is addressed in almost every review in response 

to Vestiges written by scientific experts in almost every field, even those who were 

favorable to it on other grounds.125 Many historians have posited that the nebular 

hypothesis was attacked by critics of Vestiges with a vengeance that, as John Lynch puts 

it, “far outweighed its importance to his whole argument.”126 The issue of natural law as a 

causal force is at least one of the reasons that they did so. 

 In any case, the importance of the nebular hypothesis to Chambers in his initial 

formulation of the ideas should not be underestimated. While his ideas did not depend on 

its truth, they were initially built on it, and it provided the universality that he saw as 

crucial to his theory. While there is much in Vestiges that did not come from Nichol, 

some of which I have displayed here, it was the Glasgow professor’s Romantic 

astronomy that provided the ‘firmament’ of Chambers’s evolutionary theory— just as 

rudimentary gases lead to stars, and rudimentary germ cells lead to more perfect beings, 

rudimentary life forms lead to more perfect species. In Vestiges, the solar system was not 

just analogized to a living being—it was the largest scale representation of the law of 

development, which Chambers saw as pervading every living and nonliving entity in the 

universe. The entirety was in a state of becoming—it was in progress. While he 

eventually backed away from his reliance on the nebular hypothesis, albeit not without a 

                                                
125 While William Benjamin Carpenter wrote a mostly positive review in reference to the general 
philosophical and religious ideas in the book, he still pointed out in several pages the many “fallacies, 
which we feel called upon to notice with regret” ([W. B. Carpenter], “Review: Vestiges of the Natural 
History of Creation,” British and Foreign Medical Review, Vol. 19 (January 1845), 155-81, quote on 168). 
Edward Forbes, as well, though recommending it to his readers, stated, “Whilst we admire the spirit of the 
book, however, we must beware of receiving as gospel either its facts or its arguments. The scientific 
knowledge of the author—certainly that part of it which relates to natural history and geology, (and we 
might also add, chemistry)—is evidently entirely gathered from books, and consequently his premises are 
very frequently such as no professional naturalist would for a moment admit”; [Edward Forbes], “Review: 
‘Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,’ The Lancet , Vol. 1     (November 1844), 178. 
126 Lynch, Introduction to Debate Before Darwin, Vol. 1, xvii. 
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fight and long after Lord Rosse’s telescopic discoveries resolved so many of the nebulae 

into mere collections of stars, Chambers had relied on it as the fundamental proposition 

on which he formulated his conclusions about the unity of the action of natural law and 

the universality of the developmental principle.127 Chambers’s work was also in harmony 

with Nichol’s concerning the nature of law as cause, the progressive tendencies in both 

the inanimate and animate worlds, the purposefulness of creation, the sublimity of 

science, and the necessity of extraterrestrial life because of God’s plentitude. Nichol’s 

supremely Romantic scientific production was the basis for Chambers’s formulation of 

the first popular theory of evolution in Britain. 

 According to Andrew Cunningham and Nicholas Jardine, Novalis’s The Novices at 

Sais lays out what we now consider the ‘Romantic’ disciplines of science during the 

nineteenth century, including cosmology and cosmogony; developmental history of both 

earth and life; biology generally; psychological investigations; experimental 

investigations into occult forces such as electricity, galvanism, and magnetism; and new 

disciplines redolent of signs and signatures such as phrenology, philosophical anatomy, 

meteorology, mineralogy.128 Chambers took up the study of each of these in his lifetime, 

and addressed most of them in Vestiges directly. The nebular hypothesis was not all there 

was to Vestiges—we shall now turn to some of the other aspects of Chambers’s scientific 

ideas. 

                                                
127 Ogilvie determined that it was not until the 8th edition that Chambers admitted Rosse’s telescopic 
discoveries into his text (Ogilvie, “Successive Revisions of the Vestiges,” 9).  
128 Andrew Cunningham and Nicholas Jardine, “Introduction: The Age of Reflexion,” Romanticism and 
the Sciences, eds. Andrew Cunningham and Nicholas Jardine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990), 1-8. 
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Chapter VII: “Sermons in Stones, and Good in Every Thing”  

[T]ongues in the trees,  
books in the running brooks, 

Sermons in stones,  
and good in every thing. 

—William Shakespeare c. 16001 
 

While the genesis of the idea for Vestiges may have been sparked by the fire-mist, 

perhaps an even more important foundation, like that of Edinburgh’s architecture, was the 

bedrock of God’s living creation. The plants and animals that progressively peopled the 

planets provided for the fulfillment of His purpose, and contained within “the leaves of 

the Stone Book” was the record of Creation’s history.2 Chambers studied this foundation 

personally and extensively, certainly more than any other science, and, except for 

Vestiges, his scientific talks and publications almost all concerned the work of glaciers 

and the rise of land or the fall of the seas in shaping the earth’s surface.3 Fieldwork has 

sometimes been interpreted by historians as a Romantic practice—holistic and in 

harmony with nature—in contrast to the cold analysis and destructiveness of the 

laboratory. As Emerson surmised at the time, “To go into solitude, a man needs to retire 

as much from his chamber as from society.”4 In his historical and geological excursions, 

as in so many other ways, we find key aspects in Chambers of a life lived Romantically. 

 While the sciences that concerned Chambers were sciences of both the lab and the 

field, in Edinburgh the field was an especially crucial aspect of the local scientific 

culture. An engagement with place has many Romantic implications, and this becomes 

                                                
1 William Shakespeare, As You Like It in The Plays of William Shakespeare, with Notes, Vol. 5, eds. 
Samuel Johnson and George Steevens (Philadelphia: H. Maxwell and T. S. Manning, 1805), 34.  
Some of these lines were quoted by Chambers in 1827: Robert Chambers, The Picture of Scotland 
(Edinburgh: William Tait, 1827), vi.  
2 Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844), 57.  
3 Chambers advocated both the rise of the land and the fall of the reclining sea at different periods—see 
below. Some manuscripts of these papers include the titles: “On Denudation and Other Effects usually 
attributed to water,” which was read at the 1855 BAAS meeting, “On Glacial Phenomena in Peebles and 
Selkirk Shires,” also from 1855, “Geological Notes on Banffshire” from 1856, “Isle of May”: NLS Dep. 
341/64.  
4 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature (Boston: James Monroe and Company, 1836), 9.   



 255 

most especially true when that place is itself inherently Romantic. Though not inevitably 

experienced as such by all those who did field work in geology in the nineteenth century, 

there is a Romantic component in much of the geology of this period. To study 

formations in the field was to go to localized places, particular sites where phenomena 

were presented by nature to human experience; one had to get involved directly with the 

earth, get one’s hands dirty (or watch as others did), and often deal with sometimes 

complicated and challenging issues of landscape and topography directly. There is 

genuine authenticity here.5 And, in Edinburgh more so than in some other places, geology 

was haunted by history—partly because Edinburgh by the 1830s had become the classical 

site of some of the great evidence for competing causal geological theories to explain the 

earth’s formation. Certainly for the geologists who were also antiquarians and historians, 

like Chambers, geology had a cultural tinge, and Chambers’s geological notebooks are 

full of both architectural and geological sketches and descriptions.6 Finally, it was 

through an experiential relationship with the links on which golf was played that 

Chambers formulated his first publicly espoused scientific theory and papers. 

 The historiographical tropes about gentlemen’s knowledge being taken as 

particularly reliable in no way applies to Scotland.7 As Diarmid Finnegan has shown, 

James Hall explicitly stated how useful it was to have so many geological sites in 

Edinburgh so that anyone could look and see for themselves—with therefore no need to 

trust accounts coming in from distant places.8 Finnegan also points out how James David 

Forbes and others discussed that evidence needed to be considered carefully in assessing 

theory—something easier done in geological controversy in Edinburgh than in many 

                                                
5 Robert E. Kohler, “Place and Practice in Field Biology,” History of Science, vol. 40, no. 2 (June 2002), 
189-210, especially 190.  
6 Dep. 341/6, for instance, which Chambers kept while investigating the famous ‘parallel roads’ of Glen 
Roy, also discusses the battles fought in the area, the houses built there by famous historical figures, and  
7 For examples of this interpretation, see Steven Shapin, A Social History of Truth: Civility and Science in 
the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Jack Morrell and Arnold Thackray, 
Gentlemen of Science: Early Years of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1981).  
8 Diarmid A. Finnegan, “The work of ice: glacial theory and scientific culture in early Victorian 
Edinburgh,” British Journal for the History of Science, vol. 37, no. 1 (March 2004), 48.  
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other places.9 Forbes noted that even if investigators examined the same spot, different 

people saw different things there—and even the time of day mattered since sunlight had a 

dramatic effect on the appearance of rocks.10 James Hall had identified nineteen key 

geological sites in 1812 in and around Edinburgh that were crucial in the discussions of 

diluvial and glacial action, but many more were added as the decades went on.11 

Edinburgh contains the first rock formations that may have been preserved at least 

partially for their scientific value—what are now called Hutton’s Rock and Hutton’s 

Section.12  

 Geological change (along with biogeography) were at the base of not only 

Chambers’s but also Darwin’s speculations on transmutation. The two Scotsmen James 

Hutton and Charles Lyell argued that changes over millions of years were caused by 

forces still at work today that are not directionally progressive. These ideas are crucial 

philosophical underpinnings of even modern neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory. 

Chambers disagreed with key aspects of Lyell’s ideas, however, and his evolutionary 

theory was saltational rather than strictly gradual, but the study of geology still provided 

much of his core evidence. The most important of the differences that he had with Lyell 

in particular was that he viewed the earth and the life on it as self-evidently progressive; 

other dissimilarities between Chambers and Lyell’s ideas are addressed below.  

 While my discussion is informed by various secondary works on geology, I owe 

one of my greatest debts to Charles Coulston Gillispie’s classic interpretation of the 

religious implications of geology in the early part of the nineteenth century. Despite some 

significant misinterpretations, Gillispie’s Genesis and Geology remains the most sensitive 

                                                
9 Finnegan, “The work of ice,” 75, 88. 
10 Finnegan, “The work of ice,” 49. Forbes advised that 11:00 in the morning was the best time to see the 
etching marks on Castle Rock. 
11 Finnegan, “The work of ice,” 48.  
12 Hutton’s Rock stands alone—the rock around it was cleared away by quarrying; for an account of the 
legal case that eventually ended this practice on the Crags, see Patrick Shaw, “Officers of the State v. Earl 
of Haddington,” Case No. 417, Sessions Cases: Cases Decided in the Court of Session, and Also in the 
Court of Justiciary and House of Lords, Vol. 8 (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1830), 867-881. Francis 
Jeffrey and Archibald Alison prevailed in arguing for the state that the Earl of Haddington was harming the 
park through his quarrying activities and that he had no right to do so under his grant.  
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and accurate discussion of the implications of Chambers’s religious beliefs in relation to 

the science of geology. Gillispie noted: 

the difficulty as reflected in the scientific literature appears to be one of religion 
(in a crude sense) in science rather than one of religion versus science. The most 
embarrassing obstacles faced by the new sciences were cast up by the curious 
providential materialism of the scientists themselves and of those who relied upon 
them to show that the materials of a material universe exhibit the sort of necessity 
which results from control instead of the sort which springs from self-sufficiency. 
The work of scientists supported a providentialist view which managed to be at 
the same time mundane and supernatural—mundane as to appearances and 
supernatural as to inferences.13  
 

These important points have been undermined in the historiography of recent years by an 

exaggerated focus on political and social factors, often virtually ignoring a distinction I 

see as crucial between providential and purely materialist approaches to nature.14 

Gillispie fully acknowledged Chambers’s genuine religious intentions, the propriety of 

his identification as an amateur, his ultimate purpose of finding meaning in science, and 

the weakness of his book’s scientific merit.15  Gillispie, however, made little effort to 

parse the complicated nuances of Chambers’s natural theology or scientific theories, as I 

do here. Men of science, Gillispie argued, that in the early nineteenth century British men 

of science had entered into what he saw rather dismissively as a cozy arrangement of 

reconciliation and cooperation with natural theology. Then, “In this harmonious chorus 

insistently singing the beneficence of providential design in nature, the Vestiges of 

Creation struck a stridently discordant note. It may seem odd that it should have done so, 

                                                
13 Charles Coulston Gillispie, Genesis and Geology: A Study in the Relations of Scientific Thought, Natural 
Theology, and Social Opinion in Great Britain (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), ix. 
14 This seems to me a major distortion underlying both Secord’s attempt to discount the importance to 
Chambers of God’s mode of working and to dismiss his religious belief as practically irrelevant ‘moderate 
deism,’ as well as the overt misrepresentations in Politics of Evolution, where Adrian Desmond lumps 
evangelical dissenters and atheistic political radicals together to argue that both denied design. Desmond 
says of the ‘radical Dissenters’ that their “denial of ‘design’ and advocacy of a lawful universe was 
calculated to destroy this image of active maintenance and support one of a self-sustaining progressive 
nature”; Adrian Desmond, The Politics of Evolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 178. 
What Desmond elides here is that for almost all of these men, a ‘lawful’ universe was so because it had a 
lawmaker who designed it to be so.  
15 Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 159-161. 
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because its argument was encased within a framework of natural theology.”16 The 

essential elements in explaining the upset caused by Vestiges can be found not only in the 

scientific problems with the book, to which Gillispie did not give sufficient causal weight 

(though he certainly did not undermine them to the extent that Secord does), but also in 

the particular Romantic and transcendental formulation of religion that Chambers was 

promoting. Gillispie associated Chambers with deism, but he did not get to the heart of 

Chambers’s perspective. I agree fully with Gillispie that Vestiges represents in many 

ways a variation and continuation of the natural theology that many Victorian men of 

science were promulgating, but I see Chambers’s religious message veering in a 

particular direction that Gillispie leaves unexplored.  

 Gillispie’s misinterpretations concerning both Lyell’s and Hutton’s influence and 

the metaphysical motivation behind their work caught him up in the very trap that Rachel 

Laudan works to eliminate in her From Mineralogy to Geology.17 Gillispie assumed 

Huttonian uniformitarianism began to dominate British geology as early as 1820.18 

Laudan demonstrates effectively that both Hutton and Lyell were motivated by religious 

preconceptions, and that Lyell’s causal theories were rejected and his principles were 

beside the point to the historical practices dominant in British geology in the 1830s.19 

Wernerian causal geology and its catastrophic offshoots held sway in Britain through the 

1830s, and we will see that Chambers held strong views in their favor, which actually 

places him closer to the mainstream of British scientific thinking in the field of geology 

than in any other science. 
                                                
16 Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 152-153. 
17 Rachel Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology: The Foundations of a Science 1650-1830 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987); in spite of the date constraints in the subtitle, Laudan discusses Lyell’s 
ideas extensively. 
18 Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 1951, 70. On really only one issue is this true: the prior molten condition 
of basalt. William Buckland said it was a near universal belief among geologists to admit that heat formed 
the crystalline rocks, and there is no need “to dwell on controversies which have prevailed during the last 
half century”; William Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy Considered with reference to Natural Theology, 
Vol. I (Philadelphia: Carey, Lea, and Blanchard, 1837), 41; also see David Oldroyd, Thinking about the 
Earth: A History of Ideas in Geology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 106-107: 
Oldroyd: “Victory was claimed by the Vulcanists, but it was decisive only on quite a narrow front, namely 
the origin of basalt.” 
19 Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 201. 
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 For the majority of its participants, geology in Britain (though not on the 

Continent) during the second quarter of the nineteenth century was predominantly an 

observational and historical rather than a causal science, of interest to gentlemen keen to 

contribute some of their personal investigations to the increase of natural knowledge.20 

Walking the hills to gather field data was a popular activity among both Scottish and 

English gentlemen naturalists, and many were able to make original contributions to the 

science at that period without deep knowledge or keen understanding of the abstract and 

technical issues involved. In Britain, geology was a science still quite accessible to men 

who had other professions. Chambers was first and foremost, both before and after he 

wrote Vestiges, an antiquarian, historian, and essayist, and geological exploration 

complemented those interests nicely. With enthusiasm for both the ground and the history 

that had played out on it, ‘geologizing’ and historical and biographical research made his 

enjoyment of Scotland’s nature a dually profitable and productive activity.21 As William 

Whewell paraphrased Cuvier, “the geologist is an antiquary of a new order.”22 

Chambers’s literary and historical life led him into the hills on both research excursions 

and for exercise to avoid the ‘desk diseases’ common among information workers of the 

early-mid-nineteenth century.23 In 1837, the day after he returned from his trip to Ireland 

with John Pringle Nichol, Chambers reported to a friend, “You have greatly gratified and 

obliged me by your present of fossil shells…it is just now peculiarly acceptable to me, 

being…in the commencement of a geology fever, and extremely anxious to make up a 

                                                
20 For the importance of the difference between historical and causal theorizing in geology, see Laudan, 
From Mineralogy to Geology, 4-7. For the gentlemanly and historical nature of geological practice in 
Britain, see Martin J. S. Rudwick, The Great Devonian Controversy: The Shaping of Scientific Knowledge 
among Gentlemanly Specialists (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985); and Gillispie, Genesis and 
Geology, xi.  
21 Chambers’s geological notebooks often include sketches of architectural ruins and notes about historical 
events that happened on the site he was visiting: see especially NLS Dep. 341/6 and NLS Dep. 341/29; 
Chambers’s oldest son, Robert Jr., accompanying him on one of these excursions, reported in 1849: 
“visited the Castle there a very interesting old tower and situated on a small burn which had worn itself a 
bed nearly 200 ft. deep, papa walked up the road and visited the Roman Ditch and Wall both of which he 
was very much interested in” (NLS Dep. 341/57).  
22 William Whewell, Indications of the Creator (London: John W. Parker, 1845), 98.  
23 W. M. Wallace, A Treatise on Desk Diseases, attending upon Persons engaged in Studies, or Sedentary 
Employments (London: T. Griffiths, 1826). 
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little collection of the appropriate objects.”24 Geology captivated him for the rest of his 

life and he made several excursions through the Highlands, the Scottish islands, Iceland, 

and northern Europe during the 1840s and 1850s in search of ancient beaches and the 

tracings of glaciers on mountainsides.25  

 These excursions revealed the ‘romantic’ in Chambers in multiple senses of the 

word. Lest we forget the domestic elements in the Scottish manifestation of this 

tendency, Chambers provided us with a poem written on a voyage of exploration in the 

Highlands with his good friend, the Conservative David Milne (later Milne Home), in 

1846, which I here quote in full, despite its literary weaknesses.26 Chambers published a 

slightly altered version under the title “The Geologist’s Wife”: 
To her husband setting off on an excursion to the Highlands. 
 
Adieu, then, my dear, to the Highlands you go, 
Geology calls you –you must not say no: 
Alone in your absence I cannot but mourn, 
And yet it were selfish to wish your return. 
 
No, come not until you have searched through the gneiss 
And marked all the smoothing produced by the ice, 
O’er granite-filled vents felt Huttonian joy, 
And measured the Parallel Roads of Glenroy. 
 
Yet still, as from mountain to mountain you stride, 
In visions I walk like a shade by your side; 
Your bag and your hammer I carry with glee, 
And cherish the raised beaches, my own love, with thee. 
 
Me too, you’ll remember, for love claims no less, 
And all your proceedings affection confess; 
Each level you take, be it not from the sea, 
But above the dear place where your Susan may be.  
 
Let every thing mind you of tender relations— 

                                                
24 NLS Dep. 341/109/1 Robert Chambers to D. R. Rankin, Esq., September 3, 1837. 
25 Robert Chambers, Ancient Sea-Margins: as memorials of changes in the relative level of sea and land 
(Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1847); Robert Chambers, Tracings of the North of Europe (Edinburgh: W. 
& R. Chambers, 1851) and Robert Chambers, Tracings in Iceland and the Faröe Islands (Edinburgh: W. & 
R. Chambers, 1856). 
26 On Milne Home, see Marjory G. Roy, “Home, David Milne [David Milne] (1805–1890),” Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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See even the hard rocks their inclinations,  
Oh let me believe that, wherever you roam, 
The axis of yours can be nowhere but home. 
 
Suppose that you find on the mountains of Lorn, 
A boulder that long since from Nevis was torn, 
’Twill seem like that fond one who left his own shore, 
Perhaps to return to Lochaber no more. 
 
And if in your wand’rings you chance to be led, 
To Rossshire or Moray to see the Old Red, 
Oh, still, as its mail-covered fishes you view, 
Remember the colour is love’s proper hue. 
 
Such being your feelings, I’ll care not although 
You’re gone from my side for a fortnight or so; 
But know, if much longer you leave me alone 
You’ll find, coming back, you have two wives of stone. 27 

I will refrain from making too much of Chambers’s analogizing his love for geology to 

his love for his wife, though I will say this piece reveals much about the playful nature of 

the man.28 It also shows the skill of the encyclopedist (though not much skill as a poet) by 

alluding in these few short verses to many of the major controversies in British 

geology—in rhyme, no less. 

 

Links in the Chain of Causation 
Some of Chambers’s first serious excursions into the field of geology were inspired by 

the game of golf and the links that it was played on—remains of the ancient beaches that 

run along the coasts of St. Andrews, Leith, and Musselburgh.29 Golf was appealing to 

                                                
27 NLS Dep. 341/6. For the published version, see [Robert Chambers], “The Geologist’s Wife,” 
Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, vol. 6 (New Series), no. 146 (Oct. 1846), 256.  
28 Glued with wax on the back cover of the notebook in which this poem was written, behind a map drawn 
of the Glenroy region, is a copy of “Three little Kittens” and the words, “From Mrs Milne, Oct. 16/46.” 
Chambers’s domesticity and his geology were mutual bedfellows in many senses.  
29 While today the word ‘links’ is synonymous with ‘golf course,’ in the nineteenth century and before it 
merely referred to an extended area of naturally short grass—which was often made up of sandy soil and 
quite likely to have originally been a seabed, as Chambers believed. See Robert Chambers, Jr., A Few 
Rambling Remarks On Golf (London and Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1862), 6. Robert Crawford also 
notes the importance of golf to Robert Chambers: see Robert Crawford, The Beginning and End of the 
World: St. Andrews, Scandal, and the Birth of Photography (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 2011), 96-100.  
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Chambers for many reasons. First, it was the quintessential Scottish game—and he was a 

Scot through and through. The role golf had played in ritualistic reconciliation after some 

of the major wars with England provided an opportunity for Chambers to participate in an 

activity that was pregnant with historical and nationalistic symbolism. It was a social 

activity that was almost as routine as church attendance for many rising middle- and 

upper-class Scotsman in St. Andrews, and several of Chambers’s close associates were 

also members of the Royal and Ancient.30 Over the years, many golfers have seen their 

game as a spiritual and philosophical quest, and the author of Vestiges numbers among 

them.31 

 Chambers’s attitude toward golf reveals several features of his worldview. His 

metaphysical, teleological outlook and his emotional connection to nature pervaded both 

his scientific and philosophical thinking and his perspective of the game. There is in 

addition a materialistic component in his relationship with the course, with the balls and 

clubs, and with the formation of the land. This focus on the material undergirded not only 

Vestiges but also Chambers’s work in history and his later interest in Spiritualism. But 

Chambers was no materialist in any modern sense; rather, he saw the physical world as 

rife with signs and signatures of intention and relationship. From the phrenological study 

of the bumps on human skulls to the golfer’s assessment of hazards and bunkers on the 

course, Chambers believed that the shape of things denoted their purpose. Golf provides 

another example of the way that Chambers was able to hold the physical and 

metaphysical in harmonious tension. Golf carried emotional import for the sentimental 

Chambers, as well. He expressed how he found meaning and fulfillment in the game 

                                                
30 The parent organization to the Royal and Ancient Golf Club was The Society of St. Andrews Golfers, 
formed in 1766, but it was granted a charter in 1834 and adopted this patriotic new name—symbolizing 
both its Scottish roots and its members’ willing association with Britain. The Royal and Ancient codified 
the rules of golf and sponsored the game’s major tournaments in Britain until 2003 when it was devolved 
into a group of corporations (called the R&A), which divided the various duties of managing the sport and 
promoting St. Andrews as the “Home of Golf.” The Royal and Ancient today claims to be the oldest and 
certainly is the most prestigious golf club in the world. Its iconic clubhouse opened in June1854.   
31 Golf has been seen as a spiritual and philosophical quest by many of its players over the years. For a 
modern exposition of such an approach to the game, see the novel Michael Murphy, Golf in the Kingdom 
(New York: Viking Press, 1972).  
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when he wrote that only a “man of no soul and not a golfer” would “speak of it with 

regard merely to its materialities.”32   

 Chambers saw golf in developmental terms. He described the different clubs in 

intimate detail, their function the crucial element guiding their form, with each need 

fulfilled by an adaptation for a precise purpose.33 The variations of the club-heads and 

handles made each ideally suited for particular circumstances, and designed that way 

with an intended challenge in mind. New clubs had been introduced over time and others 

discarded, and at the time of the writing of Vestiges, the original wooden ball had been 

updated a few decades earlier to a leather sack stuffed until hard with feathers.34  All of 

these Chambers saw as improvements in the progress of the game. 

 Chambers had taken up golf by at least the early 1830s.35 He and his family regularly 

summered in Musselburgh just outside Edinburgh in the 1830s and the early 1840s, and 

he played on the links there with the likes of “Delta” and other Edinburgh literary and 

scientific luminaries. St. Andrews was considered one of the finest courses, though, 

because of its challenging features and its difficult ground; the town also housed some of 

the best equipment makers in the world. So when circumstances allowed, Chambers went 

to St. Andrews to play with the other more elite aficionados of the game, and relax 

among its medieval ruins and its romantic natural setting.  The seaside city became a 

refuge for the family in May 1842, soon after the tragic death of Chambers’s two-and-a-

half-year-old daughter, Margaret, who was buried in Edinburgh that March. When his 

severe anxiety and depression, which he thought were caused by overwork, did not 

rapidly abate, the family decided to stay on in St. Andrews for an extended period. It was 

                                                
32 [Robert Chambers], “Gossip About Golf,” Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, Old Series, no. 558 (Oct. 8, 
1842), 297. 
33 Chambers, “Gossip About Golf,” 297-298. 
34 After Vestiges, Chambers and his son saw the further transition from the “feathery” leather balls, which 
often stayed intact only for a game or two, to the gutta percha “gutty,” invented in 1848, which opened the 
sport to more people by being much cheaper to purchase and lasting for several games: Chambers, Jr., A 
Few Rambling Remarks On Golf, 31-32. 
35 Chambers was admitted an ‘Honorary Member’ of the Musselburgh Golf Club in 1833, sponsored by 
David Macbeth Moir, the “Delta” of Blackwood’s Magazine fame: Golf: A Royal & Ancient Game 
(Edinburgh: R. & R. Clark, 1875), 91.  
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while living in the lovely mansion there, Abbey Park, that Chambers secretly composed 

Vestiges—between rounds of golf, evenings recounting the days’ events with other 

players, meetings of the Literary and Philosophical Society, and gatherings with friends 

and family. Golf was a recreation embedded with symbolic evolutionary implications, 

and composing Vestiges and playing the course were Chambers’s most regular 

occupations while living in St. Andrews from 1842-1844.36 Golf is the reason that St. 

Andrews became the birthplace of Vestiges.  

 The game got Chambers away from his books and his desk. It got him out of his 

bustling house filled with women and (mostly girl) children as well.37 It gave him a 

respite from the mental anguishes of work, and it distracted him from mourning for his 

personal losses—not only little Maggie, but also another child (an infant son) died at just 

three weeks of age while they were in St. Andrews; Chambers’s mother passed away the 

same year. Golf had a very significant social aspect, the bonding of men with men in a 

battle against both each other and the environment. Golf was (and still is) a game played 

against the course, the ground itself, as well as one’s opponents. One of the primary goals 

is to avoid the ‘hazards’ in the field, with the quality of the course judged by the number 

and difficulty of these obstacles, and Chambers wrote extensively about the sandtraps and 

water features that made the game a continuing challenge to even the finest players.38 

This aspect of golf probably especially appealed to Chambers—he saw himself as a part 

of nature, and worked to improve himself with practice, study, discipline, and tenacity. 

Chambers loved golf and the Scottish coast so much that he retired to St. Andrews in his 

60s after Anne died and most of his children were grown and gone. There he had a lovely 

home built near the start of what is now called the Old Course, facing the ‘German 

                                                
36 While living in St. Andrews, Chambers wrote to William, “I take a round of the links at golf every day 
that admits of it, and find much benefit in various respects from it” (NLS Dep. 341/93/58). His daughter 
wrote, “Papa goes out at 2 o’clock every fine day to enjoy the exercise: he is not yet a very good player, but 
promises well” (“Letter from a Niece in the Country to her Aunt in Town,” from Jane Gibson Chambers to 
Miss Chambers, Nov. 24, 1842, NLS Dep. 341/85/33).  
37 In light of Chambers’s escape from his house full of women onto the course, it seems relevant to also 
note that women were not admitted to be members of the Royal and Ancient until February 2015. 
38 Chambers, Jr., A Few Rambling Remarks On Golf, 6 and 11. 
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Ocean.’39 He lived out his final years there, regularly playing golf and host to visiting 

theologians, philosophers, writers, and men of science who also came to enjoy the 

Scottish pastime. He died there in 1871, and was laid to rest at his prior request in the 

Tower of St. Regulus in the ruins of the St. Andrews Cathedral—an antiquarian devoted 

to the rule of law to the very end.40   

 While he lived, he played, and the links of St. Andrews provided Chambers frequent 

opportunity for casual geological study. As he sighted his shots, he scanned over a vast 

landscape of weathered and undulating formations shaped originally by the action of 

waves and wind on sand, as are all natural links. The sea and the course together inspired 

one of his first scientific papers in 1843, read to the Literary and Philosophical Society of 

St. Andrews, and later published in Jameson’s Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal, 

concerning the ancient beaches that had formed the ground making up the course.41 The 

links inspired further years of research and a book-length treatment in 1847, which was 

Chambers’s first major publicly acknowledged original contribution to science.42 In the 

initial paper in 1843, Chambers applied “the theory of upheaving forces” to his evidence, 

arguing that the beaches that formed the links had been raised. Chambers even presented 

a model he built of putty that could be manipulated to bring the various heights in and out 

of their current relations with one another by moving the parts of the ground.43 But by the 

time he wrote his later book on the subject, Ancient Sea-Margins, he had come to a very 

different conclusion—that the uniformity and extent of the beaches in the entire 

                                                
39 What is today called the ‘New Course’ was not constructed until 1895, so in the 1840s there was only 
the St. Andrews (or Pilmour) Links, owned then, as it still is today, by the citizens of St. Andrews.  
40 Chambers’s son, Robert Chambers Secundus, made quite a name for himself in the world of St. Andrews 
golfing. Both Chambers and his son saw the first women form their own club in the 1860s. And they saw 
the game expand from a purely Scottish pastime to a game with shots played around the world wherever 
“the ground is suitable and where Scotchmen are to be found” (Chambers, Jr., A Few Rambling Remarks 
On Golf, 32). The house Chambers had built for himself still stands today, on what is now called “The 
Scores.” It is marked with a plaque acknowledging Chambers as the former owner. It is called Eden 
Court—the only white house looking out across the sea and the Old Course; it is owned now by the 
University of St. Andrews and used as their student services building. 
41 Robert Chambers, “On the Existence of Raised Beaches in the Neighbourhood of St. Andrews,” 
Jameson’s Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal, Vol. 34 (April 1843), 298-305. 
42 Chambers, Ancient Sea-Margins. 
43 Chambers, “Raised Beaches,” 304. 
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geographic area, including both the Isles and the Continent, were the result of a retreating 

sea rather than local uplifts.44  His theory of beaches was based on topographical 

measurements more than any other factor. Thus geography and causal geology went hand 

in hand for Chambers, but his supposedly causal theories were only a layer beneath naïve 

empiricism.45 They reveal, however, a metaphysical element: the shape of the earth, like 

the shape of the skull, was a sign to be read revealing deeper layers of meaning and 

history.  

 

The Leaves of the Stone Book 
Once the science of geology became a historical science, the landforms became a record 

of the earth’s history, to be read like any other historical artifact.  The Irish Archbishop 

James Ussher had in 1650 announced his determination that the world was created on the 

evening before 23 October 4004 BC.46 This date, based mostly on Biblical chronology, 

was regularly printed in the King James Bible and sometimes still appears today. As 

William Ashworth and others have pointed out, geology was not a necessary component 

in dating the history of the earth in Britain until the late eighteenth century.47 While 

Paley’s Natural Theology implicitly supported the young earth chronology, many later 

natural theological texts instead incorporated a new geological timescale today known as 

‘deep time.’48  

                                                
44 Sondra Cooney presented a paper on this issue to the History of Science Society Conference, Pittsburgh, 
November 6-9, 2007: Sondra Cooney, “Did the Land Rise or the Seas Recede?  Robert Chambers’s Ancient 
Sea Margins: Its Contribution to 19th Century Scientific Controversy.” 
45 The main evidence for Chamber’s theory was that there were uniform terraces at different heights 
throughout the Isles and on the Continent. His research consisted almost entirely of surveying these 
‘beaches’ to determine their height and uniformity; he offers no causal mechanism for how the sea 
retreated: see Chambers, Ancient Sea-Margins. 
46 John Lighfoot had a decade or so earlier claimed that it was sometime in the fall of 3929 B.C. 
47 William Ashworth, Vulcan’s Forge and Fingal’s Cave (Kansas City: Linda Hall Library, 2004). 
Oldroyd’s Thinking about the Earth lays out most of the facts that are presented in this brief sketch. The 
age of the earth was not very important to most geologists until causal theories and classificatory schemes 
for which the age of rocks was relevant began to be propounded in the latter quarter of the eighteenth 
century: see Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 36-46, 95-101.  
48 Martin J. S. Rudwick, Scenes from Deep Time: Early Pictorial Representations of the Prehistoric World 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).  
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 The original leading British proponents of causal geology, and much of its 

strongest evidence, came from Edinburgh and other parts of Scotland. James Hutton 

found support for his theory of a cyclical process of rock formation and denudation in the 

exposed formations in the Salisbury Crags at the base of Arthur’s Seat and in many other 

famous sites scattered around Scotland. Hutton argued that masses of stone were initially 

formed, but then eroded away and more rock formed from the products of this 

denudation, and he considered uplift an ongoing and regular process that worked to break 

strata apart and move the bottoms of seas to the tops of mountains over the course of 

millions of years.49 Signs of such historical processes remained in the angular 

‘uncomformities’ found scattered around Scotland, and in the fossils of sea creatures 

found high up in mountains. Hutton claimed that both volcanic activity and plutonic 

processes—the latter referring to the earth’s internal heat—played roles in forming new 

stone and in moving it from one level to another. This is why his theory was called by 

contemporaries ‘Vulcanism’ or ‘Plutonism,’ after the ancient gods of volcanoes and the 

underworld. In the 1780s, Hutton’s paper on the natural formation of rocks through 

secondary causes was read before the Royal Society of Edinburgh, and his massive tome 

of the same title, Theory of the Earth, was published in 1795.50 In 1802 his friend and 

fellow Scotsman, John Playfair, published a more accessible version of Hutton’s theory 

called Illustrations of the Huttonian Theory of the Earth.51  

 Also in Edinburgh was the leading British proponent of the rival theory of an old 

earth, Robert Jameson, who founded the Wernerian Natural History Society in 1808, 

named in honor of his teacher, Abraham Gottlob Werner. Werner developed the theory 

that became known as ‘Neptunism.’ He proposed, also in the 1780s, that rock was formed 

in superimposed layers via the chemical and mechanical processes of both precipitation 

                                                
49 For more on the Huttonian theory, see Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 113-137;  
 Oldroyd, Thinking about the Earth, 92-97, 105-107; Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 41-72. 
50 James Hutton, “Theory of the Earth; or an Investigation into the Laws Observable in the Composition, 
Dissolution, and Restoration of Land upon the Globe,” Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, 
Vol. I (Edinburgh: The Royal Society of Edinburgh, 1788), 209-304; James Hutton, Theory of the Earth: 
With Proofs and Illustrations, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: William Creech, 1795). 
51 John Playfair, Illustrations of the Huttonian Theory of the Earth (Edinburgh: William Creech, 1802).  
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and deposition while under a universal ocean. Werner argued that the waters that covered 

the planet had retreated slowly over time, leaving alluvium and tertiary formations behind 

as they went. Werner argued that only the youngest rock was formed by volcanic 

action.52  

 While the battles between the Vulcanists and the Neptunists were sometimes 

bitter and went on for decades, both schools believed that the earth was at least a million 

years old, and possibly much older. Hutton had famously proposed that geologic history 

showed “no vestige of a beginning, and no prospect of an end,” so even though religious 

implications were not a fundamental consideration for Werner in developing or 

promoting his ideas, Neptunism was often preferred by those with a more traditional and 

directional view of the history of God’s creation. In neither theory did the age of the earth 

match Biblical chronology, but by implication ‘Neptunism’ was more in keeping with 

Providential views concerning the directional progress of nature. Edinburgh was the 

epicenter of these debates, and a play dramatizing the controversy was even written and 

performed, although “condemned the first night—as many persons alleged, by a packed 

house of the Neptunian school.”53 Jameson passed on Wernerian theory to most of the 

medical students who traveled to Edinburgh for their training and then returned to other 

parts of Britain, and he was probably the main reason that a corpus of ideas descended 

from Werner dominated British geology through the 1830s.54  But Hutton too had his 

disciples.  

 In 1830-1833, Charles Lyell published three volumes called Principles of 

Geology, echoing the title of Newton’s most famous work, and adopting key aspects of 

Hutton’s theory that all types of rock making up the earth are in an ongoing, cyclical 

                                                
52 For more on the Wenerian theory, see Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 87-112;  
 Oldroyd, Thinking about the Earth, 97-107; Gillispie, Genesis and Geology, 43-46, 73-82.  
53 Sir Henry Holland, Recollections of Past Life (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1872), 81; Holland 
reports that both Walter Scott and Henry Mackenzie were involved with the production. 
54 Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 107-108.  
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process of formation and reformation.55 Lyell argued that the only scientifically 

justifiable position was to view the historical processes that formed the planet as the 

result of the same causes operating at the same strength that could be observed in the 

present day. Lyell’s emphasis on both the consistency of the causes themselves and the 

consistent strength at which they operated set him at odds with most geologists of the 

1830s and into the 1840s. William Whewell coined the term ‘Uniformitarian’ to describe 

Lyell’s theories in an 1832 review of Lyell’s second volume, and contrasted it with the 

views of the ‘Catastrophists’—which included most British geologists of the time.56 

Whewell explained the crux of the issue in dispute: 
We may assert, with our author and other geologists, that all the facts of geological 
observation are of the same kind as those which occur in the common history of the 
world. The question comes before us,—are the extent and the circumstances of the 
geological phenomena of the same order as those of which the evidence has been 
collected? Have the changes which lead us from one geological state to another been, on 
a long average, uniform in their intensity, or have they consisted of epochs of paroxysmal 
and catastrophic action, interposed between periods of comparative tranquility?57  
 

Like Werner’s Neptunism, with which it was associated and related to by descent, 

catastrophism was not an essentially religious position, but it was preferred by those who 

had religious preconceptions that included a directional, progressive view of history.58 

Whewell and most geologists of the time simply saw Lyell’s consistent causes as 

inadequate to explain the massive transformations that the earth had clearly undergone 

since its inception. By the 1830s and 1840s, the theory of an originally molten earth that 

                                                
55 Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology: Being an Attempt to Explain the Changes of the Earth’s Surface, 
by Reference to Causes Now in Operation, 3 Vols. (London: John Murray, 1830-1833). The subtitle here 
reveals Lyell’s essential purpose.  
56 [William Whewell], Review of Principles of Geology, Vol. 2, by Charles Lyell, Quarterly Review, Vol. 
47 (1832), 103-133, quote on 126. Whewell may have been inspired in his choice of this particular 
neologism by Lyell’s religious affiliation. 
57 [Whewell], Review of Principles of Geology, 126.  
58 The tenets of what became known as ‘catastrophism’ were laid out by Georges Cuvier  and Alexandre 
Brongniart, Essai sur la géographie minéralogique des environs de Paris (Paris: Baudouin, 1811); and 
Georges Cuvier, Recherches sur les ossemens fossils de quadrupèdes : où l’on rétablit les caractères de 
plusieurs espèces d’animaux que les révolutions du globe paroissent avoir détruites (Paris : Deterville, 
1812). Robert Jameson translated the preface to this latter work, Discours sur la revolutions de la surface 
du globe, which was released in several editions: see Robert Jameson, Essay of the Theory of the Earth. By 
Baron G. Cuvier…With Geological Illustrations (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1813). 
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had cooled and solidified slowly over time, an idea that traced back to Leibniz and that 

had been supported by Joseph Fourier’s analysis of heat conduction, was broadly 

accepted as both necessary and sufficient to explain many of the earth’s formations.  

Fourier’s analysis had contributed to a consilience of inductions that made Lyell’s 

theories seem untenable to almost all practicing geologists.59 

 

Medals of Creation as Monuments of Progress 

Regardless of their preferred causal theory, evidence from geology had led almost all 

men of science by the second quarter of the nineteenth century to accept a prehistory of 

creation that was not directly addressed in Genesis.60 One of Chambers’s sources for 

Vestiges (which he checked out of the St. Andrews library), James Parkinson’s Organic 

Remains of a Former World, originally published in 1804, contains a frontispiece that 

reflects that even when the idea of a longer timeline was already admitted, the literal Ark 

was still a presence.61 The historical legitimacy of the Biblical flood as the last calamity 

before the current state of things was commonly defended in British geology through the 

1820s.62  

 Parkinson was English, but he had been trained by the Scottish surgeon and 
                                                
59 Joseph Fourier, “Remarques Générales Sur Les Températures Du Globe Terrestre Et Des Espaces 
Planétaires,” Annales de Chimie et de Physique, vol. 27 (1824), 136–167; Joseph Fourier, “General 
Remarks on the Temperature of the Terrestrial Globe and the Planetary Spaces; by Baron Fourier,” 
Ebenezer Burgess, tr., American Journal of Science, vol. 32 (Jul. 1837), 1-20. 
60 For some of the holdouts and discussion of the various compromises proposed between Biblical 
literalism and geology, see John Lynch, “‘Scriptural Geology’, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, 
and Contested Authority in Nineteenth-century British Science,” in Repositioning Victorian Sciences: 
Shifting Centres in Nineteenth-century Scientific Thinking, eds. David Clifford, Elisabeth Wadge, Alex 
Warwick, and Martin Willis (London: Anthem Press, 2006), 131-142; John M. Lynch, “‘Follies of the 
Present Day’: Scriptural Geology from 1817 – 1857,” in Creationism and Scriptural Geology, ed. John M. 
Lynch (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2002), ix – xxiv; Ralph O’Connor, “Young-Earth Creationists in Early 
Nineteenth-century Britain? Towards a reassessment of ‘Scriptural Geology’” History of Science, vol. 45 
no. 150 (2007), 357–403; Milton Millhauser, “The Scriptural Geologists: An Episode in the History of 
Opinion,” Osiris vol. 11, no. 1 (1954), 65–86. For more on Fourier, see Laudan, From Mineralogy to 
Geology, 199-200. ‘Consilience of inductions’ is also a Whewell neologism. 
61 Parkinson, Organic Remains of a Former World, 3 Vols.  (London: J. Robson, 1804). The version I cite 
here is the first volume of the 1820 edition: James Parkinson, Organic Remains of a Former World, Vol. 1 
( London: J Robson, 1820). Chambers actually used the 1833 edition: St. Andrews University Library 
Records. 
62 Gillsipie, Genesis and Geology, 41-97; Lynch, “Scriptural Geology,” (2006).  
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comparative anatomist John Hunter. Parkinson was very religious and believed moral 

instruction crucial to any education.63 His book applied this principle, synthesizing solid 

geological work with his explicit providential outlook. Organic Remains was the first 

book published in Britain to provide a systematic collection of the various facts of 

“oryctology” (a term encompassing paleontology, mineralogy, and geology), so its author 

imported the work of those in Italy, Germany, and France. It was written in an accessible 

style, with an epistolary structure, and was popular enough that it went through several 

editions; Chambers was as likely to have been studying it for its style and for its 

providential views of creation as for its scientific information. The second chapter of 

Parkinson’s book is called “Vestiges of the Inhabitants of a Former World,” but whether 

this had any bearing on Chambers’s choice of title I do not surmise. Parkinson called 

fossils ‘medals of creation,’ and insisted that they bore witness to the fact that thousands 

of beings once lived whose ‘kinds’ were no longer known.64  

 The broad acceptance of mass extinctions marks another change, along with the 

age of the earth, that contributed to the evolving views of naturalists toward a more 

historical consideration of earth’s history. The fossil record indicated that life on earth 

had changed in fundamental ways over time. The problem that some had with the idea of 

extinction was that God would not have created species only to allow them to be 

destroyed. The conundrum was reconciled among the religious with the answer that 

extinction was necessary to prepare the earth for our arrival—rather than an instantaneous 

creation, there was a process through which the earth was formed as a proper home for 

God’s most precious creation. Parkinson felt the need to address this issue directly, since 

‘sceptics’ might see these operations as implying “the first formation was deficient in 

                                                
63 Michael Bevan, “Parkinson, James (1755–1824),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004); Parkinson also discovered the syndrome that now bears his name—
Parkinson’s disease.  
64 Parkinson, Organic Remains, 8. ‘Kinds’ has a Biblical connotation here, being the term used in the King 
James Bible denoting the preservation of species type in Genesis: “And the earth brought forth grass, and 
herb yielding seed after his kind, and the tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his kind: and 
God saw that it was good” (Genesis 1:12).  
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design.”65 But many things, he assured his readers, undergo changes, and no matter how 

many revolutions we discover the earth has undergone there is no reason to think there 

was any deficiency in the plan—change was integrated into it from the start.66 

Throughout the first three decades of the nineteenth century, this idea of a historical 

progress in nature leading to the world as a proper abode for mankind became more and 

more widespread, and, as we have seen, was even extended to the heavens themselves in 

Nichol’s work in 1837.67 As we shall see, the idea of progress in nature, far from having 

atheistic or exceptionally radical political connotations, was certainly by the 1830s an 

integral part of the underlying support for mainstream natural theology as it was being 

updated for a new era in the Bridgewater Treatises.68  

 Parkinson (who was a political radical) promoted this to a popular audience as 

early as 1804 in his first edition of Organic Remains (and in every later edition).69 He 

explicitly stated what must be kept in mind when studying many of the geologists, 

especially in Britain, up through the 1830s and 1840s—‘nature’ in their minds was a 

synonym for God’s actions and God’s creation. This is crucial to understanding their 

worldview, and the implications of their theories: 

You will be taught, clearly, by [the study of fossils], that the formative and 
preservative powers, appointed by the Almighty, are momentarily exerted on the 
smallest particles of matter: that nature, by which I mean the personification of 
these powers, is constantly employed also on the largest, and apparently most 

                                                
65 Parkinson, Organic Remains, 457.  
66 Parkinson, Organic Remains, 457-458.  
67 John Pringle Nichol, Views of the Architecture of the Heavens. In a Series of Letters to a Lady 
(Edinburgh: William Tait, 1837).  
68 Not everyone agreed, however, that the fossil record represented progress. Lyell argued against 
directional progress in the fossil record, as did Hugh Miller by 1842. In arguments aimed explicitly at the 
evolutionary theory of Lamarck and de Maillet: see Hugh Miller, The Old Red Sandstone; Or New Walks 
In An Old Field (Edinburgh: John Johnstone, 1842), 62-69. For more on the Bridgewater Treatises, see 
Jonathan Topham, “Beyond the ‘common context’: the production and reading of the Bridgewater 
Treatises,” Isis, 89 (1998), 233-62; Jonathan Topham, “Science and Popular Education in the 1830s: The 
Role of the Bridgewater Treatises,” The British Journal for the History of Science, 25, no. 4 (Dec. 1992), 
397-430. 
69 If there was a time when progress would have had connotations of danger and atheism to the general 
public, it would have been during the Napoleonic Wars. Regardless, Parkinson, along with the writers of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1810, promoted both nature and the knowledge of it as eminently 
progressive.  
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inert masses of matter, in accomplishing the several processes, necessary for the 
support and continuance of the earth, and its inhabitants. You will behold her, 
incessantly labouring in the deep recesses of the earth; as in the laboratory of the 
universe, reducing to form and beauty, the mutilated wrecks of former ages.70 
 

The personified and feminine ‘nature’ was doing this through secondary causes, but still 

carrying out God’s directives. While Chambers clearly altered conceptions from his 

sources to suit his goals (Parkinson was anti-transmutationist, for instance), it is quite 

instructive to consider the things he did not alter—the aspects of these creation theories 

that he accepted from the natural theologians of his day as a given, and incorporated into 

his theory.  

 One of the most prominent geologists in Britain in the 1830s was the Reverend 

William Buckland.71 A professor of first mineralogy and then geology at Oxford, 

Buckland was selected by the president of the Royal Society of London, with the 

assistance and advice of the Archbishop of Canterbury, to author the Bridgewater 

Treatise on geology, which was one of the most popular and widely read of the series.72 

Buckland’s geology was overtly progressive—the first life had started out as simple 

forms and increasingly complex types were added over time, which was indicated by the 

fossils found in subsequent layers of rock. But Buckland was also overtly anti-

transmutationist. He said that geology gave us proof against transmutation; his first main 

                                                
70 Parkinson, Organic Remains, 10. 
71 Not only was Buckland chosen to author the Bridgewater on geology under the supervision of the 
President of the Royal Society, he was also awarded the Copley Medal in 1822, selected as president of the 
Geological Society in 1824, presided over the British Association Meeting in 1832, helped prepare the 
report that contributed to securing funding for the Geological Survey, and was named president again of the 
Geological Society in 1840. He was also praised for his willingness to change his mind about his original 
interpretation of the Kirkdale Cave remains as an indication of the Biblical deluge—by the time he 
authored the Bridgewater Treatise he had reversed this opinion. He also received the Wollastan Medal in 
1848, the Geological Society’s highest honor. As with almost every geologist of the period, Buckland was 
also criticized—in his case, both because of his eccentric style and for some of his ideas. While he was for 
a time presented by historians as something of a dinosaur in his own time, his reputation has been reformed 
by more scholarly studies: N. A. Rupke, The great chain of history: William Buckland and the English 
school of geology, 1814–1849 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1983) and P. J. Boylan, ‘William 
Buckland (1784–1856) and the foundations of taphonomy and palaeoecology,’ Archives of Natural History, 
vol. 24 (1997), 361–72.  
72 Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy (1837). Buckland’s progressive geology was uncontroversial enough 
in its time that he was chosen Dean of Westminster, and held that post from 1845 until his death in 1856. 
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point of contention was implicitly against Hutton and his follower Lyell. Buckland 

argued that there was evidence for a beginning—the earth was not eternally cycling, but 

had started at a specific point in time and had progressed directionally.73 His second main 

point was that there are no transitions between species in the fossil record. Buckland was 

insistent that we need “the will and fiat of an intelligent and all-wise Creator” to explain 

the existence and progress of life.74 So the problem he saw was not with progress per se 

but with the mode of operations by which that progress was made manifest. The changes 

the earth had gone through had a purpose; perhaps echoing Parkinson, Buckland wrote: 
Thus, from the wreck of forests that waved upon the surface of the primeval lands, and 
from ferruginous mud that was lodged at the bottom of the primeval waters, we derive 
our chief supplies of coal and iron; those two fundamental elements of art and industry, 
which contribute more than any other mineral production of the earth to increase the 
riches, and multiply the comforts, and ameliorate the condition of mankind.75  

 
In Vestiges, as well, such providential import underlies the story of geological change. 

Adding some imagery and aesthetic and emotive elements, in good Romantic fashion, to 

a similar message concerning the purpose and destiny of coal, Chambers wrote:  
The rigidity of the leaves of its plants, and the absence of fleshy fruits and farinaceous 
seeds, unfitted it to afford nutriment to animals; and, monotonous in its forms, and 
destitute of brilliant colouring, its sward probably unenlived by any of the smaller 
flowering herbs, its shades uncheered by the hum of insects, or the music of birds, it must 
have been but a sombre scene to a human visitant. But neither man nor any other animals 
were then in existence to look for such uses or such beauties in this vegetation. It was 
serving other and equally important ends, clearing (probably) the atmosphere of matter 
noxious to animal life, and storing up mineral masses which were in long subsequent 
ages to prove the greatest service to the human race, even to the extent of favouring the 
progress of its civilization.76  
 

Not only was the reader invited to visit this scene in his or her imagination, but also the 

creations of past eras were directly connected to serving the needs of Victorian society, 

and furthering the development of economic wellbeing. The idea of providential design 

in the progress of the earth’s past was as integral to Chambers’s views of geology (and, 
                                                
73 His evidence for this was that many indications pointed to the idea that the earth had once been molten 
state: see Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy, 40-41.  
74 Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy, 54.  
75 Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy, 60.  
76 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 89-90. 
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as we have seen, of astronomy), as it was for Parkinson, Buckland, and other natural 

theologians.  

 

Causal Geology in Vestiges  

William Whewell coined a lot of words, and many of them we still use to this day—like 

‘scientist,’ ‘uniformitarian,’ and ‘consilience.’ One he also coined that we do not hear as 

often in ordinary parlance is his term denoting the causal historical sciences—

palaetiology (or paletiology), from the Greek for ‘ancient,’ ‘cause,’ and ‘study’—a 

category in which he included geology, philology, and comparative archaeology. From 

the prior association of the prefix ‘palaeo’ with the study of ancient life, this term was 

especially associated with the historical causes of life and some of its associated 

processes. Today, the most famous nineteenth-century causal geologist from the 

nineteenth century is Lyell. Gillispie, Joel Schwartz, and Arthur Lovejoy have 

characterized Vestiges as more uniformitarian than otherwise, which is accurate on the 

philosophical precepts that both Lyell and Chambers espoused, but the accordance 

between the two men’s ideas is not as straightforward as later historians have implied. 

 Chambers made little overt use of the work of Lyell, whose theories were integral 

to Darwin’s development of his ideas concerning transmutation. Chambers only cited 

Lyell twice—in one instance referring to his classifications of the epochs within the 

tertiary era that had by 1844 become common nomenclature in the geological literature.77 

But in another reference, Chambers brought in Lyell’s name only to undermine his views 

on the ages and composition of certain metamorphic rocks.78 Lyell had quite forcefully 

argued that smooth, stratified, crystalline rock such as mica schist was formed through a 

process of sedimentation followed by metamorphosis. In the process, any traces of 

organic remains that may have been present when they were formed would have been 

obliterated, and so there was no way to conclude that life did not exist when they were 

                                                
77 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 127. 
78 For Lyell’s views on this, see Charles Lyell, Elements of Geology (London: John Murray, 1838), 17-24, 
241-255, 511-528. For Chambers’s differing view, see Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 51-53. 
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formed. Chambers explicitly disagreed with this position, but his reasoning was not 

consistent because he seemed to purposely ignore part of the process by which Lyell 

argued they were formed—under the action of pressure and heat from their position after 

deposition. Chambers seemed to understand and support the causal theory of sedimentary 

rock formation that had been developed by Herschel concerning heat and pressure, and 

had explained it to his readers.79 Chambers discussed both the chemical composition of 

these strata (being made of the same materials as granite), and the first step of the process 

of their formation—that they were derived from particles that had settled to the bottom of 

the sea (or even precipitated from aqueous solution)—but then concluded: 
A few geologists have indeed endeavoured to shew that the absence of organic remains is 
no proof of the globe having been then unfruitful or uninhabited, as the heat to which 
these rocks have been subjected at the time of their solidification, might have obliterated 
any remains of either plants or animals which were included in them. But this is only an 
hypothesis of negation; and it certainly seems very unlikely that a degree of heat 
sufficient to obliterate the remains of plants and animals when dead, would ever allow of 
their coming into or continuing in existence.80 
 

As Chambers frequently acknowledged elsewhere, however, absence of evidence is not 

evidence of absence. And Chambers deliberately elided the point that the possible 

organic remains were supposed to undergo these metamorphic changes by being 

subjected to pressure from overlying strata above and heat internal to the earth from 

below, not while exposed to the external conditions of the sea. Chambers was in good 

company in rejecting Lyell’s supposition on this point, but such faulty reasoning could 

well have contributed to Darwin’s view in reference to the author of Vestiges that “his 

geology strikes me as bad, & his zoology far worse.”81  

 In introducing this subject immediately after discussing Lyell’s term 

‘metamorphic rocks,’ and in specifically referring to mica schist, which Lyell also 

addressed explicitly, Chambers was clearly contradicting Lyell, even though he did not 
                                                
79 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 49.  
80 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 53.  
81 Charles Darwin to Joseph Hooker, CUL DAR 114: 25, accessed March 8, 2015, 
http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/entry-814#mark-814.f5. Certainly Darwin, as one of the only disciples of 
Lyell, may have objected to this on the grounds of its critique of Lyell, but this sort of reasoning was also 
rife in Vestiges and sharply contrasted with Darwin’s scientific and philosophic values.  
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call him out by name in the concluding paragraph of his discussion of the issue quoted 

above. Chambers certainly allowed for the alteration of rocks to obliterate material signs 

of organic remains, proposing that since limestone is made of ‘carbon’ it could well be 

composed entirely from coral that had been so altered. The side he took on this 

metamorphic debate, therefore, delineates two important issues: first, his focus on the 

chemical composition of the rock puts him clearly outside the Lyellian camp; and second, 

he certainly seemed to want to be able to trace in the history written in ‘the leaves of the 

stone book’ a beginning point accessible to empirical confirmation when there was no 

life on earth—which puts him on the progressive rather than the uniformitarian side in the 

debate between Lyell and the natural theologians.82 Chambers was identifying in his book 

the ‘vestiges’ of this beginning—in sharp contrast to Hutton and his later followers.  It is 

quite striking in light of modern historiographical interpretations of both Lyell and 

Chambers that Chambers was closer on this issue to Buckland than to the uniformitarian 

that Darwin so revered. 

 There are several other issues on which Chambers and Lyell disagreed. Chambers 

saw causal action varying over time—both in its mechanisms or processes and in the 

strength with which they acted. He suggested volcanic activity had reached its peak just 

after the carboniferous era: “The termination of the carboniferous formation is marked by 

symptoms of volcanic violence, which some geologists have considered to denote the 

close of one system of things and the beginning of another.”83 Chambers did not criticize 

this postulate, but appeared to support it.  This idea, taken in light of his other statements 

concerning progress, implies the concept of directional change more so than ongoing 

fluctuations. Chambers also believed that uplifts had left “indubitable monuments of the 

last rise of the land from the sea, and the concluding great event of geological history.”84 

This is certainly not a cyclical view. From the perspective of the arguments at the time it 

                                                
82 Lyell gave little consideration to chemical composition of rocks—he thought that the overemphasis of 
this aspect of geology had led to some of the problems he saw still prominent among British geologists.  
83 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 92.  
84 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 142.  
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was written, Vestiges and Principles presented opposite sides on many issues.85 As we 

shall see, Chambers did not agree with Lyell on the particular causes that had initially 

formed the earth being only those still observable today, nor that the processes that are 

ongoing had always been of consistent strength over time, which were two of Lyell’s 

three main foci.86  

 Chambers believed that the earth had been uniformly molten and the primary rock 

all formed at more or less the same time due to this cooling process, and the earliest 

sedimentary strata were formed while the bulk of the earth was still under a vast sea of 

almost unimaginable depth.87 Lyell preferred the idea that the primary rocks had formed 

at various times throughout history, and said there was no strong evidence that the whole 

had once been in a uniformly molten state.88 Chambers was favorable toward the idea of a 

recent catastrophic deluge that was supposed to have destroyed much, if not all, of the 

land life that then existed, which Lyell also argued against.89 And Chambers believed that 

the crag and tail formations in Scotland and elsewhere had been placed by a process of 

violent currents, which was something that Lyell suggested could just as easily have been 

formed by the regular action of rivers and glaciers.90 Lyell referred to an earth that was 

being “continually remodeled,” while Chambers discussed specific steps leading to a 

definite and directionally progressive point, preparing the earth for its purpose as an 
                                                
85 Lovejoy stated that, “Chambers had pressed home the argument from geological uniformitarianism to 
biological evolutionism”; Arthur O. Lovejoy, “The Argument for Organic Evolution before the Origin of 
Species: 1830-1858,” in Forerunners of Darwin 1745-1859, eds. Bentley Glass, Owsei Temkin, William L. 
Strauss, Jr. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1968), 375. Schwartz addresses Lyell in Joel S. 
Schwartz, “Robert Chambers and Thomas Henry Huxley, Science Correspondents: The Popularization and 
Dissemination of Nineteenth Century Science,” Journal of the History of Biology 32, (1999), 357. Gillispie 
claimed that the geology of the book is ‘more uniformitarian than catastrophist’: Gillispie, Genesis and 
Geology, 154.  
86 Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 205. Following Hookyaas and Rudwick, Laudan delineates the 
three essential features of Lyell’s theory: the laws of nature have not changed nor have they been 
suspended, the kinds of causes have not changed, and the intensity of those causes has remained the same. 
Chambers only agreed with the first of these.  
87 Chambers, 47-48; 50-51. 
88 Lyell, Elements, 266; Lyell, Principles, Vol. I (1830), 120; 203-206.  
89 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 142-144; Lyell, Elements, 133-140. While Chambers and Lyell were in 
agreement that icebergs could carry boulders and alluvium, Lyell disagreed with the idea of most or all life 
being destroyed in any changes in sea levels.  
90 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), Lyell, Elements, 134.  
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abode for humanity.91 Chambers did hold that progress had taken vast amounts of time, 

but so had most Wernerians.92 On natural laws being uniform and consistent throughout 

Earth’s history, he also agreed, but almost everyone working in the field did as well.93 

 One of Chambers’s most cited sources on geology was John Phillips (although in 

Vestiges the name is regularly spelled with only one ‘l’), the nephew and ward from the 

age of seven of William ‘Strata’ Smith, and a lifelong opponent of transmutation.94 

Phillips argued against Lyell’s ‘theory’ of uniformitarian geology explicitly. Phillips said 

that the debate then current concerned two rival ideas: 
thus we have, on the one hand, Leibnitz deducing the principal geological phenomena 
from the gradual refrigeration of an ignited globe; and, on the other hand, Lyell, and the 
followers of Hutton, maintaining the sufficiency of ‘modern causes,’ acting with their 
present intensity, to account for all, even the earliest traceable changes of conditions of 
our planet.95 

 
It is obvious which of these alternatives Chambers preferred, and that on this one causal 

point, he agreed with most British geologists that certain causes—e.g., the original 

molten condition of the crust of the earth—were in the past. Phillips argued, as had 

Whewell, however, that the real crux of the difference was merely intensity—after all, 

both sides believed in precipitations and sedimentations in water, a tremendous timescale, 

and the action of internal heat to shape, alter, and create new rock.96 Chambers too 

admitted that (emphasis mine): 
The deposition of the aqueous rocks, and the projection of the volcanic, have 
unquestionably taken place since the settlement of the earth in its present form. They are 
indeed of an order of events which we see going on, under the agency of more or less 
intelligible causes, even down to the present day.97 

                                                
91 Lyell, Elements, 267; Lyell, Principles of Geology, 113.  
92 See Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology (1987), for an excellent characterization of the status and 
implications of Werner’s work quite different from that promoted by many British and American historians 
of science working in the historiographical tradition founded by Lyell himself: see Lyell, Principles of 
Geology, 1-91—comprising a “Historical Sketch of the History of Geology.” 
93 Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 205; John Phillips, Treatise on Geology, Vol. 2 (London: 
Longman, Brown, Green, & Longmans, 1839), 247.  
94 Jack Morrell, “Phillips, John (1800–1874),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).  
95 Phillips, Treatise, 246-247.  
96 Phillips, Treatise, 247.  
97 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 47.  
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He could have cited Whewell’s critical review of Principles for this line, since Whewell 

also agreed that “all the facts of geological observation are of the same kind.”98 Chambers 

clearly stated: “We shall hereafter see what appear to be traces of this heat upon the 

surface of the earth in very remote times; an effect, however, which has long passed 

entirely away.”99 The laws have been the same, Chambers was adamant, but the purposes 

they served had in certain cases been fulfilled:  
If there is any thing more than another impressed on our minds by the course of the 
geological history, it is, that the same laws and conditions of nature now apparent to us 
have existed throughout the whole time, though the operation of some of these laws may 
now be less conspicuous than in early ages, from some of the conditions having come to 
a settlement and a close.100 
 

Lyell did not admit such closure. The causal point on which Chambers differed most 

from Lyell was on that of intensity, or ‘degree uniformitarianism’: the erosion caused by 

rivers and seas “only appears to have proceeded on a greater scale in earlier epochs. The 

volcanic subterranean force…was only more powerfully operative in distant ages.”101 

While Chambers discounted the importance of this with the qualifier ‘only,’ it was not of 

minimal significance to Lyell or in the debates of the time.102 Lyell’s deism was an 

optimistic, Enlightenment-style deism, supporting a belief in a sustainable, ongoing 

everlasting world.103 But Chambers held a more constrained view of the purpose of 

creation—a creation moving in a pre-ordained direction.  

 Chambers’s causal views on geological formation were largely mainstream at this 

                                                
98 [Whewell], Review of Principles of Geology, 126.  
99 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 42-43. Chambers also insisted on this as the reason that we no longer see a 
regular creation of new species before our eyes; he maintained that the external conditions that operated to 
bring new species or even to spontaneously generate new cells had once been much more powerful than 
they had become— the action of such conditions in Chambers’s time he believed limited to the lower forms 
of life only or to “extraordinary casualties” perhaps in the higher: Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 213.  The 
conception of a ‘conclusion’ to the important elements of geological history was also integral to 
Chambers’s conception of the filling in of the circles of life in his discussion of Macleay’s system of 
classification: Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 262.  
100 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 147. 
101 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 147; Laudan, Mineralogy and Geology, 206.  
102 Lyell wanted to demonstrate the earth as a system of dynamic equilibrium—not progressive in a 
directional way. For Chambers’s theory to make any sense, directional progress was essential.  
103 Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, 202-203.  



 281 

time. Phillips exhaustively analyzed dozens of the most important phenomena that 

geologists were trying to explain in terms of both Leibniz’s once-molten earth and 

Lyell’s modern causes, and concluded that the latter met neither the test of ‘necessary’ 

nor ‘sufficient.’ He then concluded: 
That the doctrine of progressive cooling of the globe is to be now received as an 
established theory, those who desire the real progress of geology will prevent themselves 
from affirming…. It is no small argument in favour of this hypothesis (as it must still be 
called), that it appears to include, easily and obviously, so many of the leading and 
general truths established by geological observation. The figure of the earth, its density, 
the actual temperature of its surface and interior parts…are all capable of explanation by 
this one consideration.104  
 

Phillips argued that while the bulk of the evidence supported the idea of a previously 

molten earth progressively cooling over time, and that it was thus very likely to be true, it 

still had not obtained the status of affirmed vera causa—further discoveries still would be 

necessary to confirm it. Chambers did not have the scientific scruples that Phillips did, 

and a preponderance of evidence was all he needed to adopt the Leibniz theory whole 

cloth. In any event, it is clear that Chambers’s unity of causes was conditional on the ends 

those processes were meant to serve.  

 There was one issue, however, on which Chambers postulated a cyclical potential 

in nature rather than directional change—in the ‘carbonic acid gas’ system of the 

atmosphere. Chambers claimed that the interior store of heat, along with the nebular 

formation of the planet, indicated that the earth had once been much hotter, and the store 

of heat kept the earth more expanded than it otherwise would be.105 He claimed, oddly, 

that the earth’s crust was nonconductive, and hence its current interior heat would remain 

locked there forever—and he even cited Fourier for this wisdom.106 Fourier had also 

discussed the role of atmospheric processes in keeping the earth warm in his 1824 

paper, “Remarques Générales sur les Températures du Globe Terrestre et des Espaces 
                                                
104 Phillips, Treatise, 277.  
105 On this issue Lyell was explicitly opposed—see Lyell, Principles (1830), 203-206. 
106 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 42-43; in fact, Fourier had said just the opposite of what Chambers claimed. 
This echoes back to Chambers’s views in Kaleidoscope, where he presented a system of dynamic 
equilibrium: see “Coming Home to Edinburgh” here for a discussion of Chambers’s earlier cosmological 
views.  
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Planétaires,” although there is certainly no indication that Chambers read either this or 

the American translation of it from 1837.107 Chambers suggested that a reduction of 

‘carbonic acid gas’ (CO2) helped explain the decline in the abundance of plant life that 

had formed the coal strata (although not the cooling of the earth from its original 

universally torrid condition), but went further to suggest a process:  
There can be little doubt that the infusion of a large dose of this gas into the atmosphere 
at the present day would be attended by precisely the same circumstances as in the time 
of the carboniferous formation. Land animal life would not have a place on earth; 
vegetation would be enormous; and coal strata would be formed from the vast 
accumulations of woody matter, which would gather in every sea, near the mouths of 
great rivers. On the exhaustion of the superabundance of carbonic acid gas, the coal 
formation would cease, and the earth might again become a suitable theatre of being for 
land animals.108   
 

Here is one of few hints of a cyclical view, not limited to the dynamics of the 

atmosphere, but having far-reaching effects on the structure of the earth and the life 

forms on it. This one potentially prescient point should not mislead us, however—it was 

an exception to the directional, progressive picture presented in the rest of the geological 

portion of Vestiges.  

 Despite his differences with Lyell’s particular causal accounts, on the philosophy 

of geological theorizing we may infer that Chambers conceived of himself as 

participating in a ‘uniformitarian’ project in the philosophical signification of that word. 

He argued repeatedly for the regular and constant order of nature and that life arose 

through a process of ‘natural’ causes. The operations of star and planetary formations 

were supposed to be ongoing and so just as ‘modern’ in a sense as the babbling brooks 

carving out vast valleys. But Chambers’s idea of cause, as we have seen in a previous 

chapter, was often very different from Lyell’s. Lyell insisted, as we have seen Herschel 

also did, on constraining explanation in science to vera causae—true causes, meaning 

                                                
107 Joseph Fourier, “Remarques Générales sur les Températures du Globe Terrestre et des Espaces 
Planétaires,” Annales de Chimie et de Physique, Vol. 27, 136–167; Joseph Fourier, General Remarks on the 
Temperature of the Terrestrial Globe and the Planetary Spaces, Ebenezer Burgess, tr., “General Remarks 
on the Temperature of the Terrestrial Globe and the Planetary Spaces; by Baron Fourier,” American 
Journal of Science, vol. 32, 1-20, accessed March 6, 2015, http://fourier1824.geologist-1011.mobi/. 
108 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 91-92. 
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physical causes, operating in the natural world. His approach was Newtonian, descriptive, 

and largely inductive.109 While Lyell’s contemporaries, Chambers included, simply did 

not agree that some of his causes were true because they did not see them as sufficient, 

many did not have a problem with the underlying philosophical approach—it was, in fact, 

highly respected by Herschel and many others.110 Chambers, however, more often relied 

on speculation, on deduction from presumed premises, and on a notion of causation that 

was completely baffling to many of his contemporaries—and Romantic and 

transcendental in origin.111 Chambers’s search for parity in the processes of nature arose 

from his transcendental ideals about the unity of plan in all of creation, and the operation 

of ‘natural law’ as somehow effecting material reality. But in Chambers’s geology, this 

tendency shows only in its teleological undercurrent—he was relying on mostly physical 

causes in the scientific sense of that word to explain how these things came about. We 

shall see in the next chapter, however, that much deeper metaphysics underlay his 

conceptions concerning why and how life on earth had progressed as it did. 

 While many approved of Lyell’s limits on geological theorizing, many others did 

not. In Whewell’s response to Vestiges, Indications of the Creator, he tried to defeat 

Chambers’s work, the nebular hypothesis, and the ‘uniformitarianism’ of Lyell by 

making them different pieces of the same faulty approach to the palaetological sciences. 

He implied that Chambers’s ideas about transmutation followed from Lyell’s approach to 

natural causes. Whewell also related the nebular hypothesis to uniformitarianism, because 

Nichol and others argued that the formation of stars from nebulae was an ongoing 

process. But Whewell pointed out that the nebular formation of the solar system 

undermined one of the fundamental uniformitarian tenets in the process, by positing a 

beginning to our world quite different from ongoing processes here on earth.112 Whewell 

also argued that the natural production of species through secondary causes is equally 
                                                
109 Laudan, Mineralogy and Geology, 202-203.  
110 Though Whewell found it wholly inadequate, and based mostly on negation rather than on positive 
construction of theory: Whewell, Indications of the Creator (1845), 103-119. 
111 See Chapter VI, “The Romantic Conception of Creation in Scotland” for a discussion of Chambers’s 
use of law as cause.  
112 Whewell, Indications of the Creator, 114; 119. 
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uniformitarian in its tendency, but that it is baseless from the principles supposedly 

followed since mechanisms that could create life were not currently observed in 

operation.113 His goal was to show that these individual cases undermined the 

foundations of uniformitarianism, thus hoping to defeat the whole idea of a 

uniformitarian approach. In Explanations, the ‘sequel’ to Vestiges, Chambers retreated to 

natural law—given an orderly and causal current state, we can only justifiably assume the 

same when considering the history of the world, and this was a philosophical value 

espoused by many at the time—uniformitarian and otherwise. It was a position that we 

can trace back to the values of Scottish Enlightenment conjectural history. While 

Chambers held that ongoing natural causes were sometimes different from those that 

Lyell presented, and that the processes that create new life were occasionally still seen, in 

philosophical principle he likely saw himself in concert with Lyell. Chambers argued that 

Whewell had no justification to assume the special exertion of the Creator or any 

spectacular causes outside the ordinary course of nature in any of the palaetological 

sciences.114 The mode of God’s working, he insisted, was always through natural law. 

Where Chambers differed from Lyell as well, however, was on his traditional natural 

theological approach to progress in nature, and on this he was closer to Whewell and 

Buckland.  

 

Connecting the Links in the Chain of Being 
The geological chapters of Vestiges are mostly descriptively historical rather than causal, 

and the history they tell is that of not only the planet itself but also the life forms that 

inhabited it. About a third of the pages in Vestiges are devoted to presenting the 

progressive history of earth and how its transformations led to an abode suited for 

mankind’s predestined arrival and provided with the materials for our industrial progress 

and comfort. The titles of the fourth through eleventh chapters are a chronicle of the 

history of life, with each fossil-bearing stratum representing a new advance in the 

                                                
113 Whewell, Indications of the Creator, 117-118. 
114 Robert Chambers, Explanations: A Sequel (London: Churchill, 1845), 126-133.  
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perfection of creation; their subtitles display the progress: “Commencement of Organic 

Life—Sea Plants, Corals, Etc.,” “Fishes Abundant,” “Commencement of Land Plants,” 

“Terrestrial Zoology Commences with Reptiles—First Traces of Birds, ” 

“Commencement of Mammalia,” “Mammalia Abundant,” and finally “Commencement 

of Present Species.” While claiming the fossil record as empirical support for his history, 

it is clear that preconceived ideals and metaphysical assumptions also played a role in his 

interpretation of his evidence. While reminding his readers (despite his position on 

metamorphic rocks) that the lack of fossils of a particular type does not mean the 

creatures they represent did not live at that time, Chambers opined: 
There is at the same time a limit to uncertainty on this point. We see, from what remains 
have been found in the whole series, a clear progress throughout, from humble to superior 
types of being. Hence we derive a light as to what animals may have existed at particular 
times, which is in some measure independent of the specialties of fossilology. The birds 
are below the mammalia in the animal scale; and therefore they may be supposed to have 
existed about the time of the new red sandstone and oolite, although we find but slight 
traces of them in those formations, and, it may be said, till a considerably later period.115  
 

The phrase ‘independent of the specialties of fossilology’ is one pregnant with deep 

implications. The great chain of being still permeated Chambers’s thinking. In many 

places we read of links— “the link character” of certain animals, links between species, 

between genera, between classes, between worms and vertebrata, and even more 

strikingly of “a missing link of so much importance in a genus of plants which has long 

ceased to have a living place upon earth.”116 This may well be the first use of the term 

“missing link” with evolutionary connotations in an English book (or any book?), and it 

was not, for Chambers at least, a dead metaphor.117 We will find in the next chapter that 

the links in his scale of being were made up of circles of five, connected together with 

‘affinities,’ which could be made whole by not only the living and the dead, but the 

unborn as well—those still existing merely as Ideas in the mind of God.  
                                                
115 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 123-124. The phrase “independent of the  
116 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 71, 87.  
117 The Oxford English Dictionary traces the earliest usage to Lyell in 1851: see entry “missing link,” 
accessed June 23, 2015, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/252519. See also Ben Zimmer, “Tracking Down 
‘The Missing Link,’” accessed June 23, 2015, http://www.visualthesaurus.com/cm/wordroutes/tracking-
down-the-missing-link/. 
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 Chambers held that the first limestone strata were altered in such a way that all 

but the chemical traces of life were erased—limestone, being composed of ‘carbonate of 

lime,’ is both a “consequent and a symptom of” the presence of life.118 The lowest forms 

of life, all aquatic, were the totality of what remain in “the earliest of earth’s sepulchers,” 

and they bear only a general rather than a specific relation to current species.119 Annelids 

had especial importance because they are red-blooded—and hence form a link with 

‘humble’ vertebrata.120 Certain lower species of fish were connected to crustaceans via 

the evidence of the shape of their mouths.121 When dry land finally arose from the sea, 

something fundamentally new and different appeared—it was “the Era of the Oldest 

Mountains…an important part of the designs of Providence, for which the time has now 

apparently come…. a new great epic…. There was now a theatre for the existence of land 

plants and animals, and it remains to be enquired if these accordingly were produced.”122 

While the vast coal-producing forests existed at a time when the atmosphere was too rich 

in ‘carbonic acid gas’ for land animals to survive, the plants had done their work well 

enough that the earliest land animals were able to thrive—but under conditions not yet 

conducive to higher orders. Reptiles, Chambers thought, were suited to lower oxygen 

levels than higher orders of animals due to their lower body temperature.123 While some 

of the early Saurians manifested in the same gigantic proportions as the tree ferns of the 

carboniferous era, all was not utterly foreign and frightening: footprints and raindrops 

had been found impressed in the sandstone as memorials, and rings reflecting the 

changing seasons had been found in the trunks of fossilized trees, all “speaking of a 

parity of some of the familiar processes of nature in those early ages and our own.”124 

Chambers also cited the poignant fact that an artist used the preserved ink sac of a 

                                                
118 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 56.  
119 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 60.  
120 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 62 
121 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 71. 
122 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 73-76.  
123 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 97.  
124 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 101.  
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fossilized belemnite to draw the likeness of the creature to which it once belonged.125  

 The oolite formation provided the first evidence of mammals—marsupials—

which Chambers said were “clearly a link between the oviparous vertebrata (birds, 

reptiles, and fishes) and the higher mammifers.”126 He also noted that rudimentary organs 

such as the residual passages near marsupial anuses, which they share with reptiles, are 

characteristic of groups low in their class, and “always most conspicuous in families 

approaching in character to those classes to which the full organs are proper.”127 

 Chambers saw clear progress in this series from lower to higher, from older to 

newer, but some of his pertinent bits of evidence were the vast strata of chalk beds 

formed after the oolitic era, which were recently discovered by Christian Gottfried 

Ehrenberg to in many cases be made up of tiny shells of still extant species. Chambers 

foreshadowed what was to come in his theory:  
Singly they are the most unimportant of all animals, but in the mass, forming as they do 
such enormous strata over a large part of the earth’s surface, they have an importance 
greatly exceeding that of the largest and noblest beasts of the field…. here have these 
humble infusoria and polythalamia kept their place on earth through all its revolutions 
since that time—are we to say, safe in their very humility, which might adapt them to a 
greater variety of circumstances than most other animals, or are we to look for some other 
explanation of the phenomenon?128 
 

Chambers would answer this last question in the affirmative—it was not their humility, or 

at least not their humility alone, but something else entirely that explained their lasting 

place in the animal economy.  

 After citing Lyell for his names of the sub-periods of the tertiary formation, 

Chambers used Lyell’s calculations (which Lyell himself had actually reconsidered by 

1838) for the percentage of shells in the tertiary formations that were the representations 

of species still current.129 Chambers reported that from the Miocene to the Pliocene this 

                                                
125 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 109. 
126 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 112. 
127 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 112.  
128 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 120-121.  
129 Lyell, Elements, 286-289.  
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ratio grew from only eighteen percent to ninety-five percent.130 The carnivores also made 

their appearance, “a considerably elevated point in the animal scale, but still leaving a 

blank for the quadrumana (monkeys) and for man, who collectively form, as will be seen 

afterwards, the first group in that scale.”131 Note that there is a ‘blank’ in the ‘scale’ to be 

filled. The earth was also continuing to prepare for the wellbeing of what was to come, 

and the mountains had risen further from the seas since their initial elevation.132 

Chambers repeatedly presented this planetary progression with a providential twist: “The 

general effect of these operations was of course to extend the land surface, and to 

increase the variety of its features, thus improving the natural drainage, and generally 

adapting the earth for the reception of higher classes of animals.”133 But just prior to the 

point “when man was apparently about to enter the scene,” there was likely: 
a wide-spread and possibly universal submersion…. The whole seemed to have been 
changed…[but] there is no authentic or satisfactory instance of human remains being 
found, except in deposits obviously of very modern date; a tolerably strong proof that the 
creation of our own species is a comparatively recent event, and one posterior (generally 
speaking) to all the great natural transactions chronicled by geology.134  
 

There is a strong implication in this passage that the dramatic changes of the past were 

now over, or at least paused for the time being. The next chapter of Vestiges begins to 

present the theory of development; the earth having now been prepared as his domicile, 

mankind’s time had finally arrived. The process by which Chambers believed that our 

species made its appearance is the theme of our next chapter as well.  

 

 

                                                
130 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 128. 
131 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 131.  
132 Though Chambers did not cite Darwin, he did say that it had happened via wave-like motions in the 
molten earth; Chambers’s source for this was likely Phillips, who attributes it to Darwin: Phillips, Treatise, 
209. Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 133. Darwin in a sense had unified opposing views of the molten earth 
and the uniformitarian position by proposing that the earth had a molten interior, but that this worked in a 
slow and gradual way: William Whewell, “Address to the Geological Society, delivered at the Anniversary, 
on the 15th of February, 1839,” Proceedings of the Geological Society of London Vol. III, (1842), 61-98, 
esp. 92-94.  
133 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 133.  
134 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 142-145. 
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Naturalized Natural Theology 

While I argue here that Chambers was presenting a natural theological as well as a 

scientific theory, he was certainly not a traditional natural theologian. He explicitly 

argued against John Macculloch’s view that God had to act directly and minutely in the 

quotidian processes of nature. Macculloch had written about the formation of coral reefs: 
It is God alone, therefore, who is the architect; and for this end, consequently, he must 
direct every new polypus required to continue the pattern, in a new and peculiar position, 
which the animal could not have discovered by itself…. The Great Architect must 
himself execute what he planned, in each case equally. He uses these little and senseless 
animals as hands; but they are hands which he himself must direct. He must direct each 
one everywhere, and therefore he is ever acting.135 
 

Chambers argued that this was “a most notable example of a dangerous kind of 

reasoning.”136 He opposed this idea as representing “the narrowest of views of the Deity,” 

and argued that it “lowers him to the level of our humble intellects.”137 He moreover 

claimed that such a view of God demeaned the Deity as on par with the lowest ranks of 

society: 
Even in human affairs, if I may be allowed to adopt a familiar illustration, there is a 
constant progress from a specific action for particular occasions, to arrangements which, 
once established, shall continue to answer for a great multitude of occasions. Such plans 
the enlightened readily form for themselves, and conceive as being adopted by all who 
have to attend to a multitude of affairs, while the ignorant suppose every act of the 
greatest public functionary to be the result of some special consideration and care on his 
part alone. Are we to suppose the Deity adopting plans which harmonize only with the 
modes of procedure of the less enlightened of our race?138 
 

In contrast, Chambers argued that to conceptualize the foreordination of all of creation 

provided a much more sublime idea of the Creator. He even quoted Buckland on the 

exalted nature of such a view: 
If the properties adopted by the elements at the moment of their creation adapted them 

                                                
135 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 159; quoting John Macculloch, Proofs and Illustrations of the Attributes of 
God, from the Facts and Laws of the Physical Universe, Being the Foundation of Natural and Revealed 
Religion, Vol. III (London: James Duncan, 1837), 568-569. Chambers argued that coral reefs might well 
have a communal nervous system and the work of forming the shapes of the coral was no more amazing 
than any unitary organism developing to its proper form: Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 159.  
136 Chambers, Vestiges, 159.  
137 Chambers, Vestiges, 156, 159.  
138 Chambers, Vestiges, 157.  
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beforehand to the infinity of complicated useful purposes which they have already 
answered, and may have farther to answer…such an aboriginal constitution, so far from 
superseding an intelligent agent, would only exalt our conceptions of the consummate 
skill and power that could comprehend such an infinity of future uses under future 
systems, in the original groundwork of his creation.139 
 

Even where his religious views are not stated this explicitly, the hand of Providence is 

implicit in much of what Chambers wrote about the development of the planet, and the 

language that he used reveals throughout that he believed there was a plan and design 

behind the phenomena that both causal and historical geologists sought to explain. Life 

was not just diversifying and adapting to circumstances, as it was for Darwin—it was 

progressing toward a goal. Chambers’s view of religion represents a Romantic and 

transcendental conception of God acting through emanation, as part of nature, through the 

mediation of his law, but not through overt acts. This is a fundamentally religious 

viewpoint, however heterodox were certain aspects of it in the minds of his 

contemporaries.    

 What was fairly orthodox, however, was the geology and paleontology in 

Vestiges. Chambers’s sources for his history of the earth and the life that had once lived 

on it were experts in the field—Louis Agassiz, Hugh Miller, Buckland, Phillips, Roderick 

Murchison, Richard Owen, and Henry De la Beche are among those he most often 

cited.140 Chambers shared many of their geological conceptions, even though the 

shallowness of his understanding of their ideas was at times profound (if I may be 

excused for the oxymoron). He was not a revolutionary on the science of geology; as 

Secord notes, it was one of the most solid aspects of the book.141 The few mechanisms he 

presented were material in nature. Many (perhaps all) of his sources were providentialists 

and many were openly religious in their scientific worldview. Chambers did not object to 

or alter those underlying implications when he presented their ideas.  

                                                
139 Chambers, Vestiges, 158, citing Buckland, Geology and Mineralogy, 432.  
140 For a discussion of the issue of expertise, see Chapter I, “Introduction,” here, especially 15-21.  
141 Secord, Introduction, xiii; Secord, Victorian Sensation, 56-57, 65. Although the general view of 
progress in geology was mainstream, there was still controversy over this (from Lyell and Miller) and over 
particular facts that Chambers put forward; see Secord, Victorian Sensation, 211-213. 
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 While not everyone agreed that there had been progress in the history of life, it 

was still a mainstream and widely accepted tenet in geology and paleontology when 

Vestiges appeared. Chambers’s attitude toward the progress of life—“that the organic 

creation was thus progressive through a long space of time, rests on evidence which 

nothing can overturn or gainsay”—implies that he saw this idea as practically self-

evident, and it was consistent with the attitude toward progress common in views of 

British society.142 Whether looking to the past or to the future, progress was 

predominantly associated with prosperity, moral improvement, goodness, and right 

religion. Yet the geology and theology in Vestiges inspired some of the most vicious 

criticism aimed at the book, and many religious men of science tried to undermine 

Chambers’s evidence for the progress of life when they saw to what a frightful place it 

could lead. Many of these men, however, were being hypocritical. As Chambers 

effectively pointed out in Explanations, most of his critics on this issue had written 

favorably concerning the progress of life in the fossil record; they were, in fact, often his 

very sources on the subject. We have seen how the providential view was deeply 

embedded in the geological theory that Chambers presented. We will find it even more 

essential to understanding Chambers’s Law of Development and his quinarian 

‘classification’ system, which I take up next. Chambers argued that he was constructing 

his theory on the rocks of the ages, and his biological ideas provide still further evidence 

of how Chambers saw the mind of God at work in His creation.

                                                
142 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 153. See Chapter V, “Edinburgh and the Politics of Evolution” for more on 
British attitudes toward progress in society at this time.  
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Chapter VIII: A Theory of Everything 

 
All science has one aim, namely, to find a theory of nature.  

We have theories of races and of functions,  
but scarcely yet a remote approach to an idea of creation.  

We are now so far from the road to truth,  
that religious teachers dispute and hate each other,  

and speculative men are esteemed unsound and frivolous.  
But to a sound judgment,  

the most abstract truth is the most practical.  
Whenever a true theory appears, it will be its own evidence.  

Its test is, that it will explain all phenomena. 
—Ralph Waldo Emerson 18361 

 
If any spot on earth is peculiarly adapted 
 for the study of natural history it is this. 

—Edward Forbes 18542  
 

Vestiges is associated most today with the history of evolution, not with the history of 

astronomy or geology. The facts that Chambers presented in his book concerning the 

physical world were mostly neither novel nor terribly controversial when he initially 

published them, but in the realm of the living he broke new ground. While other books, 

such as Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia and various translations of French and German 

authors had presented the idea of evolution to the English-speaking public for several 

decades, Vestiges was the first book in Britain to systematically make a case for the 

progressive development of life drawn from some of the latest scientific evidence in its 

favor.  

 By the 1830s and 1840s, Edinburgh was the axis of a group of scientific activities, 

theories, and thinkers continuing a long tradition of conceptions infused with elements of 

Romantic and transcendental philosophy. Chambers had diverse local sources to draw 

from when he initially formulated his ideas. By 1843, Samuel Brown was desperately 

                                                
1 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature (Boston: James Munroe and Co., 1836), 6-7.  
2 Edward Forbes, “Inaugural Lecture,” Monthly Journal of Medical Science, Vol. 18, (Jan.-Jun., 1854), 
560-568; quote on 561; originally delivered May 15, 1854. 
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trying to prove the validity of his reconstituted alchemy in a failed attempt to win election 

to the chair of chemistry at the University, while the victor in that contest, William 

Gregory, was embracing mesmerism and working on his translation of Reichenbach’s 

researches on the Odyle force. The Edinburgh-trained physiologists John Fletcher, John 

Goodsir, and Martin Barry were promoting the unifying concepts of recapitulation, cell 

theory, and generational embryology. Edward Forbes had left for London and had 

continued forming scientific social clubs, unifying not only science but also its 

practitioners—a tradition he had started at university in Edinburgh in the 1830s. George 

Combe maintained his vital hegemonic control over North British phrenology, while John 

Pringle Nichol sojourned often from his observatory in Glasgow to dazzle Edinburgh 

audiences with his astronomical discourses.  Each of these men was deeply religious, and 

their religion and their science were conscientiously and deliberately integrated. The 

networks that they built were crucial to their maintaining a vibrant Romantic and 

transcendental tradition in Scottish science when such was on the decline or had always 

been marginalized in most other places in Britain.  Brown, Nichol, Gregory, Combe, 

Forbes, and Goodsir were all part of Chambers’s scientific circle, and the social 

environment from which Vestiges emerged.3 Chambers’s work in Vestiges incorporates 

many aspects of these men’s ideas, and provides a synthesis of many of the conceptions 

crucial to the Scottish Romantic tradition in science. 

 Romantic science in Scotland was forged through its practitioners’ embrace of 

Continental ideas and their genuine attachment to their locality. Their work reveals an 

expressly moral relationship with nature. Following the lead of some of his scientific 

friends, it was in the realm of the life sciences, as opposed to in that of geology, that 

Chambers departed from the traditional teleology of the British natural theologians to 

                                                
3 There are many references to these men in Chambers’s private journals and letters. One indicating their 
relationship during the Vestiges period from Samuel Brown: “I regretted that my movements made it 
impossible to meet Sir George McKenzie, Mr Combe and some others, at your house one day lately. I have 
just learned from my ally, Susan Hopley, that my dear friend Forbes is to dine with you when in Edinburgh. 
She tells me she has ‘vowed’ that I shall be there to meet him. I would not miss such a company as 
Yourself, Him, and the Goodsirs for a great deal” (NLS Dep. 341/94/20, from Samuel Brown in Glasgow 
to Robert Chambers, 14 December 1844).  
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develop his transcendental and Romantic theory of species development.  Far from being 

anti-teleological, transcendental conceptions relating to the unity of plan and lawful 

creation offered many of their Scottish followers an alternative teleological view of the 

purpose and ends of nature. 

 Along with a continued debt to Robert Richards and crucial guidance from E. S. 

Russell’s classic Form and Function and Timothy Lenoir’s valuable work on Romantic 

teleology, my interpretation of Chambers’s biological ideas is informed especially by L. 

S. Jacyna’s work. 4 Jacyna provides detailed analysis of the physiological ideas of some 

of Chambers’s most important sources. Jacyna explains that, “Besides the descriptive, 

surgical, and pathological, Edinburgh anatomy at this period had an important 

‘transcendental’ dimension.”5 Elements of this transcendental approach include devotion 

to the unity of plan, which was promoted in the extramural anatomy schools in Edinburgh 

first by John Barclay and then by his successor Robert Knox.6 It was a tradition that 

Chambers’s friend Goodsir carried with him to his role as Professor of Anatomy at the 

University in 1846 and had been publicizing at his museum lectures and in papers 

throughout the latter 1830s and early 1840s. Another component of Edinburgh 

transcendentalism was the recapitulation theories of Étienne Serres and Johann Friedrich 

Meckel, who held that the stages of embryonic development paralleled the scale of 

animals from lower to higher. Recapitulation and some of its implications were initially 

promoted also in the anatomy and physiology of Knox during the 1820s, and later helped 

form the basis of Goodsir’s cellular theories.7  

                                                
4 Robert Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); E. S. Russell, Form and Function: A Contribution to the 
History of Animal Morphology (London: John Murray, 1916); Timothy Lenoir, The Strategy of Life: 
Teleology and Mechanics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); 
L. S. Jacyna, “The Romantic Programme and the Reception of Cell Theory in Britain,” Journal of the 
History of Biology, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring, 1984), 13-48; L. S. Jacyna, “John Goodsir and the Making of 
Cellular Reality,” Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 16, No. 1 (Spring, 1983), 75-99. 
5 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 80. 
6 Barclay died in 1826.  
7 For more about the transcendental tendencies of Edinburgh naturalists, see Nicolaas A Rupke, Richard 
Owen, Victorian Naturalist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 179-182. 
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 One of the goals behind the transcendentalism of Knox and Goodsir was to replace 

the teleological (in the biological sense—that function controls form) reasoning then 

current in British biology with a focus on the transcendental laws of morphological 

development (that form dictates function).8 Jacyna explains that Goodsir believed that the 

teleological view of function determining structure might have some validity, in that the 

structure itself was determined by higher morphologic laws that underlay the varieties 

possible among life forms.9 But, as Jacyna notes, “Unlike some of the others involved in 

the movement, Goodsir regarded this separation [of morphology from teleology] as 

provisional: it was necessary to the advent of a new ‘higher physiology’ in which 

‘structure and function, means and ends, will find their explanation in the expression of a 

principle common to both.’”10 Goodsir, like Chambers, sought unifying principles 

between the material and the metaphysical and saw no reason the two should not be in 

harmony. 

 A Romantic approach was certainly not dominant in the attitude of most Scottish 

men of science in these decades, but it was prominent among some of the most influential 

and well respected, and there was a particular concentration of such men in the 

Edinburgh and Glasgow natural history communities in the 1830s and 1840s. A 

congregation of so many influential characters gathered in such a small area helped to 

consolidate these ideas through mutual reinforcement, making the situation in Scotland 

quite different from that in London. The smaller numbers of people involved in the 

scientific communities in Scottish cities and their social relations meant that heterodox 

ideas got discussion and currency there even among more mainstream thinkers. 

Combined with the fact that Edinburgh was home to one of the leading medical schools 

in Britain and that many of the proponents of these ideas were professors and high-

ranking students, we should recognize that the impact of alternative and cutting-edge 

theories was greater in Scotland than is obvious merely by counting heads. Like the 
                                                
8 Russell, Form and Function, ix,  
9 L. S. Jacyna, “John Goodsir and the Making of Cellular Reality,” Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 
16, No. 1 (Spring, 1983), 84-85.   
10 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 90; quoting Goodsir, “Lectures on Comparative Anatomy” (1856), 79-81. 
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Enlightenment in the prior century, this was an alternative movement made up of 

practitioners and theorists who were quite conscious of the fact that they were not towing 

a boat in which the majority were riding. They saw themselves as pioneers, trying to 

break new ground and forge new conceptions. There was therefore a polemical tone to 

much of their work, and, as happens with many thinkers participating in the process of 

changing conceptions, they were also more explicitly aware of their own philosophical 

underpinnings.11 

 One of the key distinctions Richards makes between ‘Romantic science’ and 

naturphilosophie is that the former contains a moral and aesthetic element, with which 

Chambers’s work and that of his Scottish colleagues was saturated. Despite Richards’s 

contention that the mystic element was not a crucial part of Romantic science, a mystical 

or religious substructure, as we have already seen with Nichol and Chambers, supported 

much of the science produced by the Romantic movement, and it is either pronounced in 

or lies just beneath the surface of all of the Scottish alternative sciences. In addition, 

Emersonian Transcendentalism, rooted in Swedenborgian ideas about trust in nature, was 

deeply influential within the community of both literary and scientific friends that 

Chambers surrounded himself with during the Vestiges years. Chambers’s Platonic 

archetypal species concept, through which change is by saltational jumps from one 

preordained type to another assured by Macleay’s transcendental system of classification, 

is perhaps the most important aspect of Chambers’s ideas that has not received sufficient 

attention from historians assessing his work. In addition, his embrace of transcendental 

ideas concerning cell theory, his translation of idealist recapitulation theory into a 

morphological history, his synthetic project to unite the scientific disciplines, and his 

concern with how the environment prepares the way for the advancement of life to 

maintain an absolute harmony between the organic and inorganic all situate Vestiges in 

the tradition of Romantic science.12  

                                                
11 Rachel Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 1.  
12 While Ernst Mayr said that the typological species concept does not allow for a gradualist evolutionary 
viewpoint, and even that essentialism is “totally incompatible with evolutionary thinking,” he 
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The Wisdom of the Maga 

By the 1830s, key players in science in Scotland had embraced a hybrid transcendental 

and Romantic philosophy that is best characterized by Edward Forbes’s Edinburgh 

University student club, The Triangle of the Brotherhood of the Friends of Truth.13 

Founded originally as the Maga Club in the mid-1830s by Forbes, two other medical 

students, and one theology student, for the purposes of ‘satire and frolic,’ it soon grew to 

be a philosophical and metaphysical, even at times mystical, communion of like-minded 

seekers. Forbes himself, along with at least three of its prominent members who remained 

in Scotland—John Reid, Samuel Brown, and John Goodsir—were good friends with 

Chambers before, during, and after the time he wrote Vestiges. I did not, however, find 

evidence that Chambers was actually one of the ‘Brethren,’ who often signed letters to 

each other with the symbol of a triangle. Their original purpose of merrymaking evolved 

into a fellowship of support for each other’s professional interests after the group 

established itself formally on a more mystical foundation. 

 The Brotherhood’s triangular symbol denoted ‘wine, love, and learning,’ their 

‘watchwords,’ symbolized also by the Greek initials for these words, O. E. M., 

embroidered or printed on a red ribbon that the members were supposed to always wear. 

Attention to the formal doctrines of this very influential club reveal aspects of the 

atmosphere of metaphysics in Edinburgh scientific circles. According to Forbes, the 

members of the group were supposed to believe: 
The highest aim of man is the discovery of the Truth; the search after Truth is his noblest 
occupation. It is more; it is his duty. Every step onwards in science and learning, tells us 
how nearly all sciences are connected. There is a deep philosophy in that connexion yet 
undeveloped; a philosophy of the utmost moment to man: let us seek it out. The world in 

                                                                                                                                            
acknowledges that species change would be possible through “the saltational origin of new essences” 
(Ernst Mayr, The Growth of Biological Thought: Diversity, Evolution, and Inheritance [Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1982], 38-39; 304). Mayr makes “The rise in biological thought…in part, the 
emancipation from Platonic thinking” (Mayr, Biological Thought, 87). Chambers, I believe, would beg to 
differ.  
13 Also known as the Oineromathic Society and by various other names; George Wilson and Archibald 
Geikie, The Memoir of Edward Forbes, F.R.S. Late Regius Professor of Natural History in the University 
of Edinburgh (Cambridge and London: Macmillan and Co., 1861), 188-202 tells the story of the 
Brotherhood.  
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which we live is a beautiful world, and the Spirit of Omnipotence has given us many 
pleasures and blessings; shall we not enjoy them?14  
 

The Brethren also had a list of ‘canons’ printed and circulated among likely affiliates, 

which included the following:  
This Brotherhood is a Union of the searchers after Truth, for the glory of God, the good 
of all, and the honour of the Order…recognizing among [its members] no distinctions of 
nation, party, rank, or profession…Love for the good and the beautiful is demanded of 
the Brothers.15 
 

Chambers would not accomplish the type of scientific and philosophical study that were a 

requirement for membership in the ‘Universal Brotherhood,’ which, despite these 

egalitarian claims, was made up mainly of university men. There are good indications, 

regardless, that Chambers honored the same values specified by the creed of the 

Brotherhood—evidence that includes the fact that he had many close relationships with 

members and that his professed ideas in Vestiges echo similar themes. In any case, 

though Chambers was probably not among the Brethren, he was welcomed into the fold 

of the Red Lions, which were two or three separate clubs associated with Forbes and 

based on his idea that science and its practitioners could serve the heart and spirit as well 

as the mind.16 Forbes’s fun-loving personality, his humorous cartoons, and his refusal to 

take himself too seriously must have made him a particularly agreeable companion to 

Chambers.  

 Forbes’s biographer, George Wilson, reveals that the medical students at Edinburgh 

in the 1830s knew that structure was more than skin deep, “but they felt this more fully 

than they expressed it.”17 Even in the 1830s and beyond, elements in the Romantic 

conception of life resonated with Scottish Enlightenment sentimentalism. Scottish 

practicality as well was never far from their minds. Wilson reported in reference to the 

promise of the new drugs being developed from plants and chemicals that, “The spirit of 

the alchemists was in us, but we realized that it was not an elixir of life, but an elixir of 
                                                
14 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 195. 
15 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 196. 
16 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 247-.250; 379-380; 556-557.  
17 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 114.  



 299 

health that we had to seek.”18 Wilson said that they embraced the stethoscope, an 

experimental import from France, in 1832—an instrument that allowed them experiential 

access to the unseen, without invasion or harm, by enhancing the senses. The microscope 

was another such tool that was particularly important to Scottish teachers of anatomy, 

physiology, and natural history.  

 One Romantic feature of a particularly Scottish character in Edinburgh scientific and 

medical life consisted of the relationships between the generations in the University 

professorate. While during the eighteenth century, chairs sometimes passed from father to 

son, in the nineteenth many of the most honored teachers were replaced by their own 

protégés: Jameson’s natural history chair eventually passed to Forbes, Monro’s anatomy 

chair to Goodsir, Graham’s botany chair to Balfour, and Simpson’s role as Thomson’s 

assistant led to his appointment to the midwifery chair. Wilson reported: 
To this friendly co-operation between the enthusiastic, speculative younger men, and 
their more cautious, critical seniors, is greatly owing the unbroken and silent progress 
which Physical Science underwent in Edinburgh within a quarter century.19 
 

This did not mean for Wilson that the University was stagnant or, in the words of modern 

day academe, incestuous. On the contrary, the men of the younger generation were 

innovative and came into their own individuated character, yet without rejecting or 

alienating the men to whom they owed some of the foundations of their ingenuity. This 

reflects a Scottish tradition, elucidated by Scott, of incorporating one’s history into one’s 

present rather than turning completely against it. Wilson believed that there had been a 

great “scientific revolution” in medical education in Edinburgh during his lifetime, and 

he characterized it as occurring “with a silent, unobserved, continuous rapidity, because 

the old did not hinder it, and the young did not precipitate it.”20 This balance of 

seemingly oppositional forces is yet another feature of Scottish scientific Romanticism 

that is echoed in the pages of Vestiges. What might in other places be seen as 

                                                
18 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 130-131. 
19 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 135. 
20 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 134. 
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conservative obstructionism versus radical cries for change and reform was in Edinburgh 

a peaceful passing of a heritage, as from father to son. 

 Eric Mills characterizes Forbes’s mature philosophical thought as a heady mixture 

“of Platonism that appears to be partly of his own development, partly from his teachers 

Jameson and Knox, partly derived from the Cambridge Platonists (especially Henry 

More), and modified by some strains of German philosophical idealism, mediated by the 

work of Coleridge.”21 He eventually (after Vestiges was published) developed a concept 

of speciation that was equally “unashamedly creationist” and entirely transcendental.22 

Mills explains that for Forbes, “species themselves could, in a sense, be regarded as 

epiphenomena; behind them lay generic ideas. Genera were, in Forbes’s words, ‘God-

born thoughts that become manifest in living shapes.’”23 We shall see below how closely 

this parallels the ideas of Chambers. Rather than a linear progress in the fossil series, 

Forbes saw “a manifestation of force of development at opposite poles of an ideal 

sphere…contrasting development in opposite directions.”24 Forbes saw this as God’s plan 

manifesting in a cycle of polarity.25 That such ideas did not forestall either his eminent 

reputation as a naturalist or his appointment as Professor at the University of Edinburgh 

indicates both that his empirical work was regarded as extremely solid and that such 

conceptions were no barrier to success in the alternative climate so prominent in the 

Edinburgh scientific community.26   

 After finishing his degree in the 1830s, Forbes was compelled to seek work in 

London, but he passionately wanted to return to Edinburgh throughout his life—it was 

                                                
21 Eric L. Mills, “Forbes, Edward (1815–1854),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004). In religion, Forbes remained a practicing Anglican throughout his life. He 
was also a Tory, as we saw in an earlier chapter.  
22 Mills, “Forbes, Edward.”  
23 Mills, “Forbes, Edward.” 
24 Mills, “Forbes, Edward;” the words are Forbes’s own, delivered as the departing address to the 
Geological Society in 1854, just before he moved to Edinburgh to take up the Chair of Natural History 
there and join with Robert Chambers to form the Edinburgh Red Lions: see Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of 
Edward Forbes, 556-557. 
25 Mills, “Forbes, Edward.” 
26 It also problematizes any attempt to negate the importance of the scientific weaknesses in Vestiges when 
considering its reception.  
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there in the romantic city where he was educated that he felt most at home and where he 

had the most sympathetic friends, Chambers among them.27 When Jameson finally 

passed away, Forbes was chosen to replace him, and gave an inaugural address to his new 

institution in 1854 that revealed his aesthetic, experiential, and spiritual relationship with 

nature and why Edinburgh was his desired home: 
here we have not only an excellent museum at hand—there is a still greater one all 
around us…. It is a great gain to a university to be placed like this, amid scenes of 
unrivalled beauty. The youth whose hours of relaxation are spent in the presence of those 
magnificent prospects, so rife and many around us, carries with him in after-life the 
memory of their beauty and their grandeur.  The man who has gazed upon and felt the 
worthy delineation of a glorious landscape, a grand Turner or a luxuriant Claude, never 
forgets the genial, wholesome glow of admiration that pervades his spirit at the time. 
How much more must he feel this ennobling sensation when he gazes on the reality of 
majestic landscape? And if, with all this precious accumulation of the vast and beautiful, 
there be combined that which is admirable in the minute—if nature, in her smallest 
elements, be prolific in objects of study and reflection, it is not to be wondered at that this 
University has been a hot-bed of naturalists, and that their philosophy has been one 
catholic in essence and far-extending in its range. To cherish this philosophical spirit, 
combining at once broad views and minute research, basing all its theories on well-
ascertained and thoroughly sifted facts, will be my endeavor, as far as my strength will 
permit, whilst I occupy this chair.28 
 

Tragically, Edward Forbes’s time in Edinburgh was far too short—he died from an acute 

illness just six months after delivering this address.29 His inaugural speech concluded 

with a lengthy treatment of how important it is to not compartmentalize science, how 

necessary it is to lay out its fundamental philosophical precepts to students, and how facts 

are insignificant unless connected by grand principles—it could have been cribbed from 

Chambers’s own writings. Forbes maintained that, “In these times we are too apt to 

                                                
27 Forbes’s first and closest friend in Edinburgh was a fellow transendentalist, the comparative anatomist 
and future cell theorist John Goodsir, who was also one of Chambers’s regular associates from the late 
1830s onward (Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 143). Forbes’s desire to return to Edinburgh 
may have been related to the closeness of his relationship with Goodsir. The two men had shared a flat 
during their college years, Goodsir died in the same cottage that Forbes died in, and was buried in a grave 
touching that of Forbes. Their headstones in Dean Cemetery in Edinburgh stand right beside each other, 
twin matching obelisks that are truly striking in both the closeness at which they are placed and in their 
identical design.  
28 Forbes, “Inaugural Lecture,” 561-562.   
29 Chambers noted Forbes’s death in his journal, and also that he attended the funeral: NLS Dep. 341/32.  
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mistake knowledge for science, and to call labourers philosophers.”30 Departing from 

Chambers’s thinking, but quite in line with Alexander von Humboldt’s, Forbes also 

stressed the necessity for minute accuracy in collecting the facts by which those 

principles were supported.31  

 A decade before this address, Forbes had written a critical review of Vestiges in the 

Lancet that is quite revealing as to just what he and Chambers shared concerning their 

view of natural history—their philosophical viewpoint but not their scientific acumen. 

Forbes began, “This is a remarkable book, calculated to make men think. For some time 

we have been so immersed in the facts of science, that to read a volume of speculations is 

like a breath of fresh air to the workman in a crowded factory.” He then pointed out the 

many errors of interpretation, both generally and specifically, but his conclusion to the 

brief review was sung in a key harmonious with its target, and even includes what is 

likely implicit praise of the broadly philosophical scientific spirit in Edinburgh: 
Nevertheless, it is worth reading, and will be read, in spite of its defects, for it is written 
in earnest, and with good faith, though very imperfect knowledge. It may lead many 
wandering for a time, but they had much better wander than sit still in the shadow of 
apathy which has so long leadened (to coin a heavy word) the scientific public—at least 
in London. The great merit of the “Vestiges” is, the attempt made to shew the mutual 
bearing of sciences, at present too often regarded as far apart. The doctrines advanced are 
not so new as the author seems to fancy, but they are none the worse for being thrown 
open to the general reader, instead of being, as hitherto, confined to the timid coteries of 
the so-called scientific world.32  
 

Wilson reported that Forbes referred to the review as “short and pithy, taking effect on 

the unknown author as well as on the publisher.”33 Regardless of his criticism of Vestiges, 

Chambers and Forbes remained close, visiting each other in their respective cities 

                                                
30 Forbes, “Inaugural Lecture,” 562. Forbes was one of many suspected of being the author of Vestiges; a 
letter to George Combe in 1846 references that Hewett Watson suspected Forbes: NLS MSS. 7278/81-82, 
Feb. 1846, from Robert Chambers to George Combe. 
31 Forbes, “Inaugural Lecture,” 563.  
32 [Edward Forbes], “Review: Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,” The London Lancet, vol. 1, 
178.                          
33 Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 383; if this was a reference to Forbes and/or Wilson 
knowing that Chambers was the author I do not know for certain, but the implication is certainly possible—
there is no reference to a publisher either explicit or implicit in the review. 
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whenever the opportunity arose.34 Chambers was among the six Red Lions who met to 

form a new Edinburgh contingent of the club in 1854 after Forbes returned there.35 We 

know that Chambers mixed easily with many he did not agree with, however, so the 

association with Forbes alone is no evidence that Chambers agreed with him about the 

philosophical issues at issue here; the sum of Chambers’s social associations, however, 

combined with the internal agreement of many of the ideas in the respective work of the 

two men, provides strong evidence that Forbes’s views are relevant to understanding the 

Vestiges case.  

 Setting aside the evidence we have of Chambers’s attendance at some of the 

scientific lectures cited here and his explicit use of many of these sources, we should also 

keep ever present in our minds that these men were friends. They would sometimes join 

in Chambers’s Edinburgh parlor—Forbes, Goodsir, Combe, Gregory, Nichol, and Brown, 

along with literary transcendentalists such as Alexander Ireland and Catherine Crowe, 

living the motto of the Brethren—‘wine, love, and learning’—to share jokes and laugh at 

Forbes’s cartoons, sing Scottish songs to the accompaniment of Anne’s harp, watch the 

Chambers girls put on plays, and discuss the transcendental implications of the unity of 

all of Creation.  

 

 

 
                                                
34 For references to Forbes in Chambers’s correspondence and private notebooks, see NLS Dep. 341/94/20 
(1844); NLS Dep. 341/30, Journal of RC, March 1850-April 1852; NLS Dep. 341/31, Journal of RC, 14 
April 1852-Sep 1853; NLS Dep. 341/32 Journal dating 1853-1857 (includes references to Forbes’s death 
on Nov. 18, 1854 and funeral on Nov. 23); NLS Dep. 341/44 (dated 1853 by the dates in the book); NLS 
Dep. 341/45 (1852); NLS Dep. 341/91/4 (no date) letter from Edward Forbes to Robert Chambers; NLS 
Dep. 341/94/21 (no date but 1844 from context) letter from Harry Goodsir to Robert Chambers; NLS Dep. 
341/110/155-156, March 1845, letter from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, references Chambers’s 
hope that Forbes would be hired to help with the revisions for next edition of Vestiges; NLS Dep. 
341/113/24-25 (no date), Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland; NLS Dep. 341/113/33-34 (no date) letter 
from Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, references sending a complimentary copy of Vestiges to 
Forbes, along with ones to Dr Carpenter, Professor Owen, Dr Buckland, Professor Ansted, Mr Murchison, 
Rev. Dr Whewell, Dr Mantell, The Royal Society of Edinburgh, George Combe, Esq., and the Quarterly, 
Edinburgh, Westminster, and North British Reviews. These are all I noted.  
35 For Chambers’s involvement, see NLS Dep. 341/32, June 15, 1854 entry. For more on this Edinburgh 
chapter of the Lions, see Wilson and Geikie, Memoir of Edward Forbes, 555-556.  
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Transcendental Cell Theory in the 1830s and 1840s  

One of Chambers’s (and certainly Forbes’s) closest friends among the Maga members 

was John Goodsir, professor of anatomy at the University from 1846, but popular lecturer 

and curator of the museum of the Royal College of Surgeons before that.36 Chambers 

would likely have been present at some of Goodsir’s lectures where he presented his 

transcendental cell theory—or at least would have heard about them from others who 

attended or from Goodsir directly. Goodsir’s attendance at Knox’s Edinburgh classes in 

1832 inspired him to study the German transcendental texts of Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe, Lorenz Oken, and especially Gustav Carus.37 Goodsir spent his early career 

searching for the “cosmic atoms, the corpuscles, and genetic forces of life.”38 Jacyna 

argues that it was his immersion in German transcendentalism that led Goodsir to 

formulate his cell theory, which predated Rudolf Virchow’s publications on the topic, and 

to see cells even within tissues as fundamental and, in a sense, independent and entire 

organisms.39 While Thomas Southwood Smith proposed similar ideas as early as the 

1820s, an explicit relation to German Romantic philosophy was a prominent source of 

these ideas in the Edinburgh community.40 Jacyna posits that the most important 

influence of the German transcendentalists that Goodsir studied was Carus, who 

maintained that, “The simplest animals, like the human embryo, were no more than 

homogenous collections of…globules. Indeed, at its initial stage, the embryo was no 

more than one such globule: the ovum.”41  

                                                
36 Chambers was a friend of John’s younger brother, Harry (also Henry) Goodsir, as well, but Harry was 
killed on an arctic expedition in 1845. Harry followed his older brother as curator of the Museum of the 
Royal College of Surgeons: NLS Dep. 341/94/21 (no date but 1844 from context) letter from Harry 
Goodsir to Robert Chambers. 
37 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 82-84. 
38 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 84.  
39 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 82, quoting Goodsir’s Anatomical Memoirs, I, 75.  
40 On Smith, see Jacyna, “Romantic Programme,” 21-22.  
41 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 84. 
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 Along with Goodsir, Martin Barry, Richard Owen, and William Benjamin Carpenter 

were also publishing on this powerful new conception.42 Carpenter’s lectures to the 

Edinburgh Philosophical Association in spring of 1837 almost certainly addressed some 

of these themes, which he also published in Jameson’s Edinburgh New Philosophical 

Journal.43 Barry, who had been part of the Edinburgh transcendental community with 

Forbes and Goodsir, wrote in an article cited by Chambers in Vestiges, “There really 

seems to be much truth in the remark long since made by Oken, that the larger animals 

are formed by bodies comparable to Infusoria. The cell itself is a little organism, and 

cells coalesce to form a larger one.”44 Chambers echoed this idea, with his own emphasis: 
It has likewise been noted that the globules of blood are reproduced by the expansion of 
contained granules; they are, in short, distinct organisms multiplied by the same fissiparous 
generation. So that all animated nature may be said to be based on this mode of origin; the 
fundamental form of organic being is a globule, having a new globule forming within itself, 
by which it is in time discharged, and which is again followed by another and another in 
endless succession.45  
 

The identity of the cells of microscopic unicellular or simple multicellular organisms with 

the cells of tissues and embryos was cutting-edge science in the late 1830s and early 

1840s, and, as Jacyna shows, it arose from the German transcendental philosophic 

tradition. For Chambers, this was a key piece of his evidence for the unity of all creation.  

 Jacyna demonstrates how deep were the transcendental roots of such ideas. He notes 

that an anonymous review of Johannes Müller’s Handbuch der Physiologie des 

                                                
42 Other Edinburgh-trained physiologists who supported the transcendental program include Thomas 
Southwood Smith, Thomas Hodgkin, William Sharpey and Allen Thomson: Jacyna, “Romantic 
Programme,” 19-21, 31-32, 36; Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 82. William Carpenter studied in Edinburgh, but 
only after his initial adoption of transcendental ideals, and Richard Grainger was one proponent who never 
attended at Edinburgh; both of these men, however, studied in London most likely under Edinburgh-trained 
men like Knox, Robert Grant, Charles Bell, and William Sharpey who were prominent in the London 
medical schools of the 1830s: see Adrian Desmond, The Politics of Evolution: Morphology, Medicine, and 
Reform in Radical London (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). 
43 Edinburgh City Library AS 122 P56/B9011, “The Minutes of The Edinburgh Philosophical 
Association.” 
William B. Carpenter, “On the Unity of Function in Organized Beings,” Edinburgh New Philosophical 
Journal, 23 (1837), 92 -114.  
44 Martin Barry, “On Fissiparous Generation,” The Edinburgh New Philosophical Magazine, Vol. 35 
(1843) 205-220; quote on 219 (emphasis mine). 
45 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844), 172.  
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Menschen fur Vorlesungen, published in the British and Foreign Medical Review of 

1838, summarized Schelling’s message for physiology: 
there is only one identical essence; that in respect of this there is only a quantitative 
difference; that the One Absolute reveals himself in the eternal production of finite things 
which are forms of his essence; that nature is not dead, but living, divine; that science 
follows this revelation as steps in the development of the absolute essence, and is an image 
of the universe whilst she unfolds the ideas of things.46 
 

Embryology provided some of Goodsir’s key evidence, showing that “The type…was the 

prototype: the most primitive was also the most typical structure.”47 This was also of 

crucial importance to Barry, who argued in 1837, as Jacyna shows: 
if naturalists were ever to cease trifling with the ‘twigs and branches’ of the living world and 
to discover ‘the trunk that gave them forth,’ it ‘must be by means of the History of 
Development’; and it was to ‘German enterprise, industry, and perseverance, that we are 
indebted for almost every fact known to us on this subject.’48 
 

Goodsir and Barry saw that in the embryo, tissues developed from identifiable centers, 

and they believed that by starting with the simplest stages one could get closer to the 

essence of the type. Goodsir sought to find a central ‘type’ unifying all animals, all 

plants, and eventually both. Not only whole creatures but also whole kingdoms had 

‘types,’ as much as did groups, tissues, and textures. He explicitly connected such types 

with the series of life—“he maintained that the two series [embryological stages and the 

scale of being] achieved an identity in their primordial entities; both began with the 

cell…. While in the latter case the nucleated cell contained in potential the organism, in 

the former the unicellular animal ‘involves potentially the typical structure of the entire 

animal Kingdom.’”49 Jacyna sees this as an historical approach, since it was prosecuted 

                                                
46 Jacyna, “The Romantic Programme,” 13; quoting “Review of J. Muller, Handbuch der Physiologie des 
Menschen fur Vorlesungen,” British and Foreign Medical Review, 5 (1838), 75-116; quotation on 82-84.  
47 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 85-86.  
48 Jacyna, “Romantic Programme,” 19, quoting Martin Barry, “Further Observations on the Unity of 
Structure in the Animal Kingdom, and on the Congenital Anomalies, including ‘Hermaphrodites’; with 
some Remarks on Embryology, as Facilitating Animal Nomenclature, Classification, and the Study of 
Comparative Anatomy,” Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal, 22 (1837), 345-364; quotation on 363. 
49 Jacyna, “Goodsir,” 87, last part quoting John Goodsir, “Lectures on Comparative Anatomy”(1856), 
“Lecture 2. The Protozoan Type of Organization,” 2, EUL MSS, Gen. 289. 
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with the help of the history of an embryo’s development.50 We shall see below how 

Chambers’s interpretation of the quinarian system temporalized such ideas even more by 

turning primitive species types into ‘prophesies’ of future species that would form. 

 Goodsir, following Carus, explicitly connected this identity of simple cells with 

higher organisms to the human species. Goodsir’s manuscript lectures from 1848 include 

such statements as:  
A certain form is common to all organic species, whether animal or vegetable. The form is 
the globular or some modification of a sphere, and is most readily seen in the lowest scale of 
life, but is not confined to it, for the higher animals, on being minutely examined, exhibit the 
same globular character…. It is a form which as already stated is best seen in the lowest 
animals, and which is evidently stamped throughout the whole structure of the largest 
animals, being observed in them most readily, the younger the animal is when examined. In 
proof of which we might state that man in the first stage of development is a simple cell.51  
 

While this lecture dates from 1848, there is every reason to think such ideas were in his 

earlier lectures as well.52 Carpenter also included humans in his formulation, writing that 

it was with the cell that “every organized fabric, however complex, originates. The vast 

tree, almost a forest in itself, and the feeling, thinking, intelligent man, spring from a 

germ, that differs in no obvious particular from the permanent condition of one of those 

lowly beings.”53 Chambers left the human out of his explicit discussion of ‘globules,’ but 

the unity of the processes of creation in the human as well as all other species is implicit 

throughout, and reappears just this explicitly in Chambers’s discussion of replication (see 

                                                
50 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 86.  
51 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 88, quoting John Goodsir, “Lectures on Comparative Anatomy” (1848), EUL 
MSS, Gen. 290, 1-2. 
52 Among the sources published 1827-1843 that Jacyna cites, see John Barclay, Introductory Lectures to a 
Course of Anatomy (Edinburgh: Maclachlan and Stewart,1827), Martin Barry, “On the Corpuscles of the 
Blood,” Philosophical Transactions, pt. 1 (1840), 595-612; Martin Barry, “On the Corpuscles of the Blood-
Part II,” Philosophical Transactions, pt. 1 (1841), 201-268; quotation on 201;  J. Müller, Elements of 
Physiology, tr. William Baly, 2 vols. (London: Taylor and Walton, 1838); Martin Barry, “Researches in 
Embryology. Third Series: A Contribution to the Physiology of Cells,” Philosophical Transactions, pt. 1 
(1840), 529-593; Martin Barry, “On the Unity of Structure in the Animal Kingdom,” Edinburgh New 
Philosophical Journal, 22 (1837), 116-141; C. G. Carus, Traité élémentaire d’anatomie comparée suivi de 
recherches d’anatomie philosophique, tr. A. J. L. Jourdan, 2 vols. (Paris: J. B. Baillière, 1835); and 
William B. Carpenter, “On the Unity of Function in Organized Beings,” Edinburgh New Philosophical 
Journal, 23 (1837), 92 -114. 
53 William B. Carpenter, A Manual of Physiology, Including Physiological Anatomy for the Use of the 
Medical Student (London: John Churchill, 1846), 17-18. 
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more below).54 In Goodsir’s formulation of cell theory, the lowest animals had the 

highest significance in their ability to demonstrate the laws of the whole. As Jacyna 

explains, Goodsir’s physiology “recognized how the various departments of the science 

of life were intertwined and mutually illuminating…. In this way the transcendentalist 

goal of a principle to unite the living world was achieved.”55 Such principles of unity 

were also connected with the idea of a parallel between microcosm and macrocosm, 

which also appears implicitly again and again in Vestiges.56   

 Richard Owen also supported this transcendental typological view, as has been well 

documented by historians. Owen, who studied under Barclay in Edinburgh in 1825, wrote 

in 1843 that the study of physiology needed to begin: 
with the lowest organised species in which the combination is of the simplest kind [and] to 
trace it to its highest state of complexity and perfection, through the typical species of the 
successively ascending primary groups and classes of the animal kingdom.57 
 

Chambers went a level deeper than both Owen and Goodsir: 
The nucleated vesicle, the fundamental form of all organization, we must regard as the 
meeting point between the inorganic and the organic—the end of the mineral and beginning 
of the vegetable and animal kingdoms, which then start in different directions, but in perfect 
parallelism and analogy.58 
 

It is here, where the living and the nonliving meet, that the depth of Chambers’s 

metaphysics begins to become clear. 

 

 

 
                                                
54 “Nor is man himself exempt from this law. His first form is that which is permanent in the animalcule,” 
Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 199.  
55 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 97. 
56 Jacyna, “Romantic Programme,” 23. Chambers wrote, “animalcules in a vegetable infusion from the 
simpler to the more complicated, a sort of microcosm, representing the whole history of the progress of 
animal creation as displayed by geology,” Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 220. 
57 Richard Owen, Lectures on the Comparative Anatomy and Physiology of the Invertebrate Animals 
(London: Longman, 1843), 6. For more on Owen, see Adrian Desmond, Archetypes and Ancestors: 
Paleontology in Victorian London 1850-1875 (London: Frederick Muller Ltd., 1982); Rupke, Richard 
Owen, Victorian Naturalist (1994); and Nicolaas A. Rupke, Richard Owen: Biology Without Darwin 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).  
58 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 204.  
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The Brush Realized—the Unity of Life and Non-life 

Samuel Brown was another prominent member of the Edinburgh transcendentalists with 

whom Chambers had a long and close relationship. Jacyna explains that Brown “sought 

the ‘unit or seminal principle of the world’s constitution—the atom in the mighty chaos, 

the parthenogenesis or nidus of organic forms.’ He claimed to have found the ‘simple 

element’ that was fundamental to both the organic and inorganic worlds in the atomic 

theory of matter.”59 As we know, Chambers attended Brown’s 1843 lectures on atomic 

theory in which such ideas were certainly promulgated, and Chambers also backed 

Brown’s election to the Chair of Chemistry. In Vestiges, Chambers wrote in reference to 

the chemical elements then known, “It has, indeed, been surmised that these so-called 

elements are only modifications of a primordial form of matter, brought about under 

certain conditions.”60 Since Brown was surmising just that, we need look no further for 

Chambers’s source for such an idea than the Brown lectures he attended. Chambers also 

wrote cryptically to Alexander Ireland while working on revisions for the Fourth edition 

of Vestiges: 
I also enclose some Ms. for Mr S. which please on no account delay. My writing of this new 
matter is owing to a remark I heard from Dr Sam. Brown at Glasgow on Saturday night. It 
will be a great improvement to the book, though I must greatly lament not having come to 
this correct view at first.61 
 

Clearly, Chambers took some of Brown’s ideas to heart and used them in Vestiges.  

 Brown had given lectures on the philosophy of science jointly with Edward Forbes 

in Edinburgh in 1841. In addition, that same year he published his claim that he had 

transmuted carbon into silicon, which produced significant criticism from his 

contemporaries in the field of chemistry.62 Brown maintained his belief that he had 

                                                
59 Jacyna, “John Goodsir,” 82.  
60 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 28.  
61 NLS Dep. 341/110/ 86-87 Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, date unknown but likely 1845 from 
context. ‘Mr S’ was Thomas Choate Savill, the printer of Vestiges; see Secord, Victorian Sensation, 111-
152, especially 116-120, for more on the printing firm and the process of the book’s production.  
62 Brown, Samuel. “Experimental Researches on the Production of Silicon from Paracyanogen.” 
Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh 15, pt. 1 (1844): 229-246. (originally read 3 May 1841).  
Chambers recorded in 1859 that “Dr. Samuel Brown, speaking of the prejudices of ordinary scientific men 
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achieved this feat despite his inability to replicate it to the satisfaction of his fellow 

chemists, and the controversy figured heavily in the decision to deny him a position at the 

university when Thomas Hope died in 1843.63 David Knight indicates that Brown: 
was well aware of the ideas of Auguste Comte, and in writing on the history of science 
(1846) discussed Comte’s three stages: the theological, the metaphysical, and the positive. 
But he disagreed with Comte that the third was the final one, and looked forward to an 
emerging fourth stage, where faith was the first condition of science, facts its object, and 
reason its lawgiver. An era of faith was imminent.64 
 

Brown later wrote a play called The Tragedy of Galileo that was likely motivated by his 

lifelong feeling that he was a martyr for a truth that was discovered before its time.65  

 One of the most criticized elements in Vestiges related to Chambers’s ideas 

concerning a chemical process—the Arbor Dianae, which is simply a growth of silver 

crystals from a solution of silver and mercury that bears a striking resemblance to a tree. 

Chambers considered the phenomenon an indication of the unity of life and non-life, and 

                                                                                                                                            
against novelties in human knowledge, mentioned a fact which had been communicated to him by 
Professor Goodsir of Edin. University. A gentleman of some note in the scientific world, a pupil of Liebig 
in chemistry, conversing with Goodsir about the discoveries of Dr. S. B., said, ‘If they turn out to be true, I 
believe I shall give up chemistry in disgust’” (NLS Dep. 341/42). Also see note below.  
63 The University of Edinburgh holds papers concerning this election, including the testimonial cited above 
in which Robert Chambers is named. That pamphlet concludes with “P.S.—Additional Testimonials will be 
forthcoming in due time. Dr Samuel Brown is doing his utmost to procure attestation of his views regarding 
CARBON and SILICON before the day of the election”: (University of Edinburgh Special Collections, SD 
6240). An unbound letter from Andrew Combe is folded up in this copy of the pamphlet. It is dated 21st 
September 1843. Addressing Brown, Combe expresses sympathy for the “detestable attack made on your 
character as a man of science, by Professor Graham of London, and in a smaller degree by Liebig, and 
which I have just read in the Scotsman of yesterday.” Combe then admitted his ignorance of both chemistry 
in general and the merit of Brown’s ideas in particular, nor did he have any knowledge of the other 
candidates and who would be best qualified, but he continued, “I never…read an attack on anyone so 
inherently bad in spirit, so wholly unjustified on the grounds assumed for it, or so purely condemnatory of 
its originator. Even supposing your discoveries to be entirely fallacious, that fact would not afford a 
shadow of ground for the savage inference that you are utterly unacquainted with the first principles of 
Chemical Analysis, and consequently a most incompetent person to place in the Vacant Chair…. As to 
Liebig’s unfavourable opinion, I regret it, and still more the mode of its expression, for his own sake. It is 
not the fair expression of a difference of opinion, or dissent from a supposed scientific truth. It partakes of 
the bitterness of wounded feelings, and is unworthy of its author. He may or may not be correct in 
dissenting from your views, but he is not justified in talking with contempt of results which he professes 
never to have attempted to verify.”  
64 David Knight, “Brown, Samuel (1817–1856),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004). 
65 Samuel Brown, The Tragedy of Galileo (Edinburgh: James Hogg, 1850). The play is very rare, but a 
copy is held by the NLS.  
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it provides the first example in Vestiges of the metaphysical idea of ‘representation,’ 

which is reminiscent of ‘signatures’—a concept dating back to early modern Hermetic 

philosophy. We shall see below that such ‘representations’ were integral to Chambers’s 

ideas concerning species change. Chambers believed that the exterior shape of something 

revealed key facts about its hidden reality that were metaphysically deeper than an 

empirical approach warrants. Brown and Chambers each in his own way carried the 

doctrine of the unity of life and non-life further than did most of their contemporaries.66 

Other indications for Chambers of a higher unifying law underlying both the living and 

nonliving were the resemblance of frost on a windowpane to vegetation, and the patterns 

caused by electric currents. The Arbor Dianae, Chambers wrote in Vestiges, forms a:  
crystallization precisely resembling a shrub…. Vegetable figures are also presented in some 
of the most ordinary appearances of the electric fluid. In the marks caused by positive 
electricity, or which it leaves in its passage, we see the ramifications of a tree, as well as of 
its individual leaves; those of the negative, recal [sic] the bulbous or the spreading root, 
according as they are clumped or divergent.67 
 

Chambers’s first use of such representations between plants and electrical effects was to 

provide a mechanism for the forms that plants take: “the atmosphere, particularly its 

lower strata, is generally charged positively, while the earth is always charged 

negatively…. A plant thus appears as a thing formed on the basis of a natural electrical 

operation—the brush realized.”68 Plants took their shapes, Chambers claimed, through an 

interrelationship of their organic properties with the atmospheric electricity. “In the 

poplar, the brush is unusually vertical, and little divergent; the reverse in the beech: in the 

palm, a pencil has proceeded straight up for a certain distance, radiate there, and turns 

outwards and downwards; and so on.”69 This was the secondary means by which the 

“Almighty Deviser” established the varieties of vegetation.70 While this is clearly 

materialistic, deep metaphysics underlay Chambers’s conception, as we have seen; in 

                                                
66 Goodsir insisted as part of his cell theory that cells arise only from other cells.  
67 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 166-167. 
68 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 167.  
69 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 168. 
70 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 168. 
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addition, this was not a mechanistic process, but an emergent one, that involved the 

relationship of both internal and external forces.71  

 John Fletcher was another important source for Chambers, and his ideas may well 

have inspired Chambers’s views that the distinguishing quality of life involved the 

combination of interacting internal and external conditions. Fletcher was English, but he 

had studied in London under the Scotsman Charles Bell (who sponsored Chambers’s 

admission to the Royal Society of Edinburgh) and the Hunter-inspired vitalist John 

Abernethy, and he went to medical school in Edinburgh in 1813.72 After finishing his 

degree and spending a few years in England, he returned to Edinburgh, working first as a 

Latin tutor for medical students until he was finally appointed as a teacher at the Argyle 

Square Medical School in 1828-29.73 Just after beginning a course of public lectures on 

physiology in 1836 that was attended by hundreds of the educated and elite in Edinburgh, 

Fletcher died suddenly.74 The “Introductory Lecture” of this series was printed and 

distributed, so its influence went beyond those who attended the lecture. In it, Fletcher 

argued for the moral and religious value of studying physiology for non-medical people: 
The same God who gave us the Bible as the mandate of his will, gave us the objects of 
nature as the testimonials of his wisdom, power, and goodness; and I am at a loss to perceive 
by what train of reasoning any one who insists on the latter as bearing evidence of the 
highest attributes of the Creator, can be construed into an opposer of the former as indicating 
the sublime truths of revelation.75 
 

Tait’s reported, paraphrasing Fletcher himself, that, “Dr. Fletcher’s works are those of a 

religious mind. An irreligious physiologist is, indeed, as mad as an undevout 

                                                
71 John Fletcher’s idea of life (see more below), according to one of his later expositors, was that vitality of 
organisms “results from their organic structure, and when acted on by external powers gives rise to actions 
not strictly mechanical, or chemical and which are hence styled vital, and in which actions, life consists,” 
Ralph Richardson, The Simplicity of Life (London: H. K. Lewis, 1873), 3. Fletcher’s idea was considered 
by Richardson in a sense a middle ground between pure materialism and metaphysical vitalism.  
72 L. S. Jacyna, “Abernethy, John (1764–1831),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004); Robert Lewins, Biographical Memoir of John Fletcher, MD (Walker: 
Edinburgh, 1837), 4-5. 
73 Jacyna, “Abernethy, John (1764–1831); Lewins, Memoir of John Fletcher, 5, 13.  
74 Lewins, Memoir of John Fletcher, 14.  
75 Quoted in Lewins, Memoir of John Fletcher, 12. Original source: John Fletcher, Discourse on the 
Importance of the Study of Physiology as a Branch of Popular Education (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles 
Blackie, 1836), 14.  
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astronomer.”76 The third volume of his Rudiments of Physiology was published 

posthumously, so Fletcher was unable to defend his work from the use made of it by 

Chambers. Chambers very likely attended the few lectures that Fletcher did present 

before his untimely death, and certainly cited his text in Vestiges. Fletcher argued that life 

was unique because its special physical qualities allowed it a particular sensitivity to 

certain external conditions: 
It is not Life, then, but only a necessary condition of Life, namely irritability or vitality, 
which is the result of organism; and when we speak of organized matter we mean, not that it 
is endowed with Life—any more than any organized matter is endowed with conbustion 
[sic] or sensible motion—but only that it possesses a property which, when acted on by 
appropriate powers, is competent to give rise to that series of actions in which Life 
consists.77 
 

Such actions included, in certain beings at least, reason and understanding. While 

Fletcher maintained that there was a unique quality to organized matter, the source for 

this quality was in the nature of its organization rather than in some vital principle: 
There is nothing then in reality more singular in the actions of organized beings than in those 
of inorganized matters—nothing more indicative of design—nothing which stands more in 
need of a substantial Principle, or resident Entity, to account for it. We may indeed, if we 
please, in conformity with the views of many philosophers, not only ancient but modern, call 
these actions of Inorganized matters, chemical and mechanical, their Life; but then, to be 
consistent, we must allow, as the ancients did, a Vital Principle to inorganized matters in 
common with organized beings, or we must refuse to the latter a Principle of which the 
former are almost universally regarded in the present day as destitute.78 
 

 Rather than some internal principle, which he claimed did nothing to make sense of the 

phenomena of life, Fletcher attributed life to “the countless irrational and unconscious 

forces incessantly at work in every point of the system, in blind but implicit obedience to 

laws imposed upon them by the Supreme Being, and adapted every where to the end to 

be fulfilled.”79 He was no anti-teleologist—final causes, Fletcher maintained, as did 

                                                
76 Announcement of the posthumous 3rd volume of Rudiments of Physiology,  Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine , 
Vol. 4, (1837), 463.                                
77 Fletcher, “Rudiments of Physiology,” in Richardson, Simplicity of Life, 58. I have yet to see a copy of 
Fletcher’s volumes, which were published in 1836 and 1837 and are now quite rare, but significant sections 
of them were published as a chapter of Richardson’s book here cited. 
78 Fletcher, “Rudiments of Physiology,” in Richardson, Simplicity of Life, 39-41.  
79 Fletcher, “Rudiments of Physiology,” in Richardson, Simplicity of Life, 50.  
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Chambers, are as present to our perception in inorganized as in organized creation.80 He 

insisted that final causes were indeed intrinsic to both.  

 Chambers built on such ideas to argue that life could arise from non-life if the 

necessary conditions occurred. Citing both Daubeny and Carpenter, Chambers informed 

his readers that organic chemicals could be synthesized by chemists, but, exceeding the 

claims of his sources, concluded that therefore the laboratory production of life could not 

be far off. Crucial to this project was the recognition that there was no fundamental 

difference between organic and inorganic compounds, a conception that Reinhard Löw 

has shown was accomplished with the help of ideas from naturphilosophie.81 Since both 

urea and alontoin, two of the four “proximate principles” from which life is constituted, 

had been made artificially, “the possibility of realizing or forming all is established.”82 

Chambers quoted Daubeny that “the simple laws of composition pervade the whole 

creation.”83 Fats also had been synthesized, and the diastose with which vegetables 

convert fecula into sugar had been seen to function in the lab as well as in a living plant. 

Chambers extended these relatively non-controversial scientific discoveries to what he 

perceived to be their logical conclusion—once a living cell was finally formed in a lab, 

which seemed to him imminent,  “the possibility of the commencement of animated 

creation by the ordinary laws of nature might be considered established.”84 Citing an 

unnamed French physician who had reported that ‘globules’ can be formed in albumen 

with electricity, Chambers believed the last step remaining to produce viable cells in the 

laboratory might be only to synthesize albumen.85  

 

                                                
80 Fletcher, “Rudiments of Physiology,” in Richardson, Simplicity of Life, 38-39.  
81 Reinhard Löw, “The Progress of Organic Chemistry During the Period of the German Romantic 
‘Naturphilosophie’ (1795–1825),” Ambix, 27(1) (1980), 1–10. 
82 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 168-169. 
83 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 168-169; 169, quoting ‘Daubeny, Supplement to atomic theory.’ 
84 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 173. 
85 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 173. Albumen was considered by Perceval Lord not only to be the ‘nutritive 
principle’ but also to be the substance of which cell membranes were composed: Perceval Lord, Popular 
Physiology: Being a Familiar Explanation of the Most Interesting Facts Connected with the Structure and 
Function of Animals, and Particularly of Man, 2nd ed. (London: Parker, 1839), 24-25.  
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Spontaneous Generation as a Transcendental Ideal 

As was typical of his presentation style in Vestiges, Chambers started with the theory that 

life could be created from non-life, and after satisfying himself that such was possible, he 

brought in what he claimed were the evidences that it had already occurred—and was still 

occurring. If the fire-mist could form a star, chemicals and electricity could form a mite. 

While accepting that such ideas were controversial, and nominally admitting the evidence 

was uncertain, since “the conditions necessary for the operation of the supposed life-

creating laws may not have existed within record to any great extent,” Chambers still 

believed that spontaneous, or, as he called it, ‘aboriginal’ generation was an ongoing 

process.86 Behind his belief was the metaphysical principle of the unity of God’s laws.   

 Perhaps alluding particularly to his own friend Goodsir’s cell theory, Chambers said 

that those who insist that life only arises from pre-existing life “always appear to me to 

partake much of the fallacy of the petition principia.”87 When clover grows from ground 

that has been limed, it was explained away as a case of dormant seeds—which Chambers 

found “unsatisfactory.”88 The explanation that mushrooms spring from dung because the 

atmosphere carries their germs, “though designed to be on the side of severe philosophy, 

in reality makes a pretty large demand on credulity.”89 The flora and fauna that invade 

organic infusions have their characteristic species, so how, Chambers wondered, could 

they have been carried to the medium randomly on the winds? Barry had postulated that 

this could be explained because the infusoria that populated infusions derived from the 

decomposing substances in the water.90 While Barry did not suggest the idea of life 

arising purely from organic chemicals, only from preexisting cells (or in Barry’s case, the 

‘hyaline’ of those cells), Robert Bentley Todd’s Cyclopaedia of Anatomy and Physiology, 

                                                
86 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 176. On the question of the occurrence of spontaneous generation, Chambers 
acknowledged that, “Perhaps, if the question were asked of ten men of approved reputation in science, nine 
out of the number would answer in the negative” (Chambers, Vestiges [1844], 177). 
87 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 178. Almost all of the sources he cited maintained that living cells only 
originated from other cells.  
88 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 178. 
89 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 178-179. 
90 Martin Barry, “On Fissiparous Generation,” 220. 
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which Chambers checked out of the St. Andrews Library, did advocate what was openly 

referred to as “spontaneous generation.”91 Chambers claimed, quoting the article 

“Generation” by the Scottish professor Allen Thomson, that there was “a certain 

progressive advance in the productive powers of the infusion, for the first animalcules are 

only of the smaller kinds, or monades, and afterwards they become gradually larger and 

more complicated in their structure; after a time, the production ceases, although the 

materials are by no means exhausted.”92 For Chambers and some of his Edinburgh-

influenced colleagues and friends, the bulk of the evidence indicated something quite 

different was occurring than germs wafting about on the winds.  

 A real problem for nineteenth-century physiologists was the mysterious cause of 

internal parasites, or ‘entozoa.’ Citing the “Zoophytes” article from the Seventh edition of 

the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Chambers proposed the idea that entozoa may form from 

other types of organized manner.93 Barry had also suggested that some of the cells that 

were developing in tissues might break free and turn into parasitic forms within the 

body.94 These parasites vary, Barry surmised, because they grow from the ‘hyaline’ of the 

cells of the tissues they infect.95 And Thomson also openly advocated his belief that 

entozoa developed from organic matter (what type of matter Thomson meant is not really 

very clear).96 Chambers saw these cases as related to spontaneous generation from purely 

chemical ingredients because he considered the lowest forms of life as barely more than 

chemicals themselves—he saw no clear line between life and non-life, as did Barry and 

                                                
91 Allen Thomson, “Generation,” in The Cyclopaedia of Anatomy and Physiology, ed. Robert Bentley 
Todd, Vol. II (London: Longman, et al, 1839). The hyaline was, according to Barry, the true center of 
action of the cell—the cell-germ. It equates to what we would today call the cell nucleus: Martin Barry, 
“On Fissiparous Generation.” 
92 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 180; quoting Thomson, “Generation,” 430. Thomson was an advocate of 
various transcendental ideas concerning cells and generation, but he explicitly denied the validity of the 
conclusions some had drawn from the Crosse and Weekes mites experiments—see more on these mites 
below: Thomson, “Generation,” 431. 
93 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 182; Encyclopaedia Britannica, 7th ed., s.v. “Zoophytes” (Edinburgh: Adam 
Black, 1842).  
94 Martin Barry, “On Fissiparous Generation,” 219.  
95 Martin Barry, “On Fissiparous Generation,” 219-220.  
96 Thomson, “Generation,” 431. 
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Goodsir.97 In any case, entozoa formed from matter other than their own type provided 

evidence that an ongoing process of development was occurring. Chambers also 

considered parasites that only invade domestic pigs, unique organisms found only in a 

relatively recent volcano, pests that only attack dressed wool, and species that thrive only 

in wine and beer as further evidence of the recent and ongoing generation of new life.98 

The reason such occurrences were not seen even more often, Chambers concluded, is that 

the conditions that bring aboriginal generation to fruition are rare since the globe has 

“already undergone the principal part of its destined mutations.”99  

 Mankind is capable of altering the environment, however, and thereby “arranging 

the natural conditions under which the true creative energy—that of the Divine Author of 

all things” may be pleased to work.100 Chambers was in 1844 a firm advocate of the 

legitimacy of the claims that Andrew Crosse and William Henry Weekes had 

independently created a new species of mite. Named the Acarus crossii (at least until it 

was determined to be an existing species), this ‘insect’ supposedly emerged fully formed 

from the chemical soup when a voltaic current was run for an extended period through 

silicate of potash or nitrate of copper.101 While these claims had been almost uniformly 

dismissed as mistaken by the scientific community, Chambers argued that “[v]arious 

causes have prevented these experiments and their results from receiving candid 

treatment.”102 One needed to guard against prejudice—Chambers opined: “there is a 

measure of incredulity from our ignorance as well as from our knowledge,” and, echoing 

a comparison commonly used by advocates of ‘alternative sciences’ in the mid-

                                                
97 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 182-183.  
98 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 183.  
99 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 184. 
100 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 188-189.  
101 NLS Dep. 341/113/35 (no date or further information, enclosure in another letter): “The author of 
Vestiges of the Natural history of Creation cordially thanks Mr Weekes for his polite letter, and the 
information communicated in it. The author, contemplating a new edition his book, would feel much 
obliged by Mr Weekes’s transmitting a more full and precise account of his late experiments.” For more on 
the Crosse and Weekes experiments, see James A. Secord, “Extraordinary Experiment: Electricity and the 
Creation of Life in Victorian England,” in The Uses of Experiment: Studies in the Natural Sciences, ed. 
David Gooding, Trevor Pinch, and Simon Schaffer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
102 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 185. 
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nineteenth century, analogized the situation to what happened during the Copernican 

revolution.103 What allowed Chambers to see further (in his mind) than others was his 

metaphysical principle of the true mode of God’s creative energy. While some had 

claimed that it was immoral to suppose that a mere mortal could do God’s work and 

create a new species, Chambers explained: 
The supposition of impiety arises from an entire misconception of what is implied by an 
aboriginal creation of insects. The experimentalist could never be considered as the author of 
the existence of these creatures, except by the most unreasoning ignorance. The utmost that 
can be claimed for, or imputed to him is that he arranged the natural conditions under which 
the true creative energy—that of the Divine Author of all things—was pleased to work in 
that instance…. The production of the insect, if it did take place as assumed, was as clearly 
an act of the Almighty himself, as if he had fashioned it with hands.104 
 

Such focus on the conditions of life, as well as the concept of Divine Author, echo the 

ideas of Fletcher. Since Weekes had taken every care to ensure the purity of his 

experiments: 
a candid mind, which sees nothing impious or unphilosophical in the idea of a new creation, 
will be disposed to think there is less difficulty in believing in such a creation having 
actually taken place, than in believing that, in two instances, separated in place and time, 
exactly the same insects should have chanced to arise from concealed ova, and these species 
heretofore unknown.105   
 

Chambers summed up the importance of this for his theory of development in a later 

chapter: “the first step in the creation of life upon this planet was a chemico-electric 

operation, by which simple germinal vesicles were produced.”106 For Chambers, 

spontaneous generation seemed a logical conclusion arising from the latest discoveries of 

science and the same transcendental foundation on which they had been elucidated—the 

unity of the primary principles and laws underlying all of Creation. 
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The Transcendental Law of Development  

One of the conceptions with which cell theory was intertwined, as we have seen, was the 

idea of the replication of the animal series in the stages of embryological development, 

and this concept was behind Chambers’s view of the physiological mechanism for 

saltational leaps from one species to the next. Chambers relied on several sources for his 

concept of what is today known as ‘recapitulation,’ including Fletcher’s Rudiments of 

Physiology, the Edinburgh-trained Irish physiologist Perceval Lord’s Popular 

Physiology, and probably also Carpenter’s and Owen’s work from various sources.107 All 

of these authors provided Scottish-inspired expositions of the French and German 

transcendental theorists, particularly those of Étienne Geoffroy St. Hilaire, Étienne 

Serres, Johann Friedrich Meckel, as well as the more empirically grounded comparative 

anatomy and embryology of Friedrich Tiedemann and Karl Ernst von Baer.108 Chambers 

cited Lord and Fletcher but not Carpenter or Owen in reference to his ideas on 

comparative anatomy.  

 Chambers announced his theory of development in the chapter “Hypothesis of 

Development of the Vegetable and Animal Kingdoms.”109 He maintained that there was 

an “obvious gradation” in the scale of life, and that this was accepted as a “general 

fact.”110 While such a scale applied, he thought, across the whole of the living world, he 

argued that it was not a unilinear phenomenon, but rather manifested in “branching or 

                                                
107  John Fletcher, Rudiments of Physiology (Edinburgh: J. Carfrae & Son, 1837); Lord, Popular 
Physiology (1839); and several works by Carpenter—Chambers checked out at least one Carpenter book in 
May of 1843, possibly either “Carpenter (William B.) Principles of general and comparative physiology. 2 
Ed. 8 vo. Lond. 1841. CK.13.1.” or “—Principles of human physiology, with their chief applications to 
pathology, hygiene, and forensic medicine. 8o Lond. 1842. CJ.13.10”—neither of these call umbers 
matches precisely that listed on his library record (CJ139), and both are pasted over previous entries, so 
may be later editions of the same works. Owen’s name is mentioned in other contexts, but no work is cited; 
Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 99, 102-103, and 110. Carpenter’s Cyclopaedia of Physiology is elsewhere 
cited, as well as a report on the use of the “Microscope in the Study of Anatomy and Physiology”; 
Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 170, 171.   
108 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 201. Tiedemann’s initial training was under Schelling, but he rejected 
naturphilosophie and went to study in France under Cuvier: see Timothy Lenoir, The Strategy of Life: 
Teleology and Mechanics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989) 
55-56.  
109 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 191-235.  
110 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 191. 
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double lines at some places; or the whole may be in a circle composed of minor circles, 

as has been recently suggested.”111 Acknowledging what were essentially the 

embranchements of Cuvier and Owen, Chambers also echoed the transcendental 

philosophy popularized by Geoffroy and embraced by many Scottish physiologists: 
While the external forms of all these various animals are so different, it is very remarkable 
that the whole are, after all, variations of a fundamental plan, which can be traced as a basis 
throughout the whole, the variations being merely modifications of that plan to suit the 
particular conditions in which each particular animal has been designed to live…. This unity 
of structure, as it is called, is all the more remarkable, when we observe that the organs, 
while preserving a resemblance, are often put to different uses…. It is equally remarkable 
that analogous purposes are served in different animals by organs essentially different.112  
 

Here we have what is basically a summary of the definitions of homology and analogy 

that Owen published in 1843, derived from principles that were a synthesis of Geoffroy’s 

unity of plan and Cuvier’s fundamental divisions of life.113 Chambers then offered 

numerous examples of homologies and analogies, such as the prehensile snout of the 

elephant and the locomotive functions of snakes’ ribs for the former and the respiratory 

functions of gills and lungs for the latter.114 Again alluding to one of Owen’s primary 

concerns, Chambers maintained that limbs are all developed according to one plan. Bat 

and pterodactyl wings are modified hands, and whale fins contain finger bones, retaining 

the rudiments of structures that were useful in other creatures.115 Chambers’s idea of 

‘representation’ played a part in this context (emphasis his): “We have also the peculiar 

form of the sternum and rib-bones of the lizards represented in the mammalia in certain 

white cartilaginous lines traceable among their abdominal muscles.”116 Chambers 

discussed rudimentary organs at length, focusing especially on their importance in linking 

classes—the feeble wings of ostriches, along with their hair-like feathers, a bladder sack 
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113 Richard Owen, Lectures on the Comparative Anatomy and Physiology of Invertebrate Animals 
(London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1843). Owen is not cited for this, however.  
114 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 193.  
115 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 196.  
116 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 194. 
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and diaphragm linked them with mammals.117 Referencing Lord Monboddo, although not 

by name, Chambers reminded his readers that man is part of the scale of life: “Man, 

again, has no tail; but the notion of a much-ridiculed philosopher of the last century is not 

altogether, as it happens, without foundation, for the bones of a caudal extremity exist in 

an undeveloped state in the os coccyges of the human subject.”118 For Chambers, the 

point here was that the similarities demonstrated by comparative anatomy had their 

source often in actual biological connections—homologies and similarities of structure, 

such as all mammals having seven vertebrae in the neck, were not just ideal but held 

hereditary relations, or at least relations of true ‘affinity.’119  

 While Chambers was always more interested in animals than plants, he did believe 

that “[t]he same law of development presides over the vegetable kingdom,” and this was 

indicated by, among other things, the tendency to use modifications of existing structures 

for different purposes: 
So also, where a special function is required for particular circumstances, nature has 
provided for it, not by a new organ, but by a modification of a common one, which she has 
effected in development. Thus, for instance, some plants destined to live in arid situations, 
require to have a store of water which they may slowly absorb.120 
 

The organ provided for this is a modified leaf rather than an entirely distinct structure, a 

concept lying at the base of the doctrine of homology. Fletcher also discussed nature’s 

tendency to reuse old foundations:  
This, then, is another example of an increase in the complexity of an organ succeeding its 
centralization; as if Nature, having first piled up her materials in one spot, delighted 
afterwards to employ her abundance, not so much in enlarging old parts as in forming new 

                                                
117 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 195. 
118 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 195; The Scottish Enlightenment figure James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, 
argued that humans were related to apes (and that some had tails) as early as 1774 in James Burnett, Lord 
Monboddo, Of the Origin and Progress of Language Vol. I (Edinburgh: J. Balfour, 1774): on tails in man, 
262-263n; on orang outang’s relations to mankind, there are numerous mentions, particularly 311.  
119 Chambers cited Daubenton for the determination of the unified structure of the vertebral series in 
mammals. The idea of affinity as a relationship that is material but not necessarily hereditary arises from 
Chambers’s conception of ideal blueprints that govern the forms that species assume, which is discussed 
further below.  
120 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 196-197.  
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ones upon the old foundations, and thus adding to the complexity of a fabric, the rudimental 
structure of which is in all animals equally simple.121  
 

In Chambers’s discussion, as well, the teleological viewpoint is clear—the personified 

feminine nature manifesting not randomly but rather for a specific purpose that was 

‘destined.’ Chambers saw all of these variations as further proof of the unity of plan and 

the unity of God’s mode of working: “all the various organic forms of our world are 

bound up in one… the whole creation of which must have depended upon one law or 

decree of the Almighty, though it did not all come forth at one time.”122 The rudimentary 

organs and the modifications of existing structure simply made no sense under the 

doctrine of special acts of creation—God must have realized His plan through other 

means.   

  The “most interesting class of facts” for Chambers was the replication of the 

“permanent forms” of the inferiors of the animal series in the stages of the superior 

embryo, mankind included.123 He made the human embryo’s final stage of development, 

after passing through those of all of the classes of lower vertebrates, include the loss of 

the intermaxillary bone that was characteristic of the apes.124 Chambers included an 

entire chapter on the racial characteristics of the human species examined through this 

developmental lens.125 Because both the brain and the heart of mammalian embryos 

evolve along the same lines of progress as those revealed in the records of the stone 

tablets, they must participate in that history directly. As life on earth developed over time, 

so the embryo developed from animalcule to man, and with this pronouncement, 

Chambers was finally ready to announce his mechanism for transmutation with rather 

dramatic flair: 

                                                
121 Fletcher, Rudiments; quoted in Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 225n. 
122 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 197.  
123 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 198-199.  
124 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 199 
125 Chambers, “Early History of Mankind,” Vestiges (1844), 277-323. Chambers’s source for his racial 
theory was Perceval Lord, and Lord was relying on the conclusions of Serres, Blumenbach, Camper, and 
many others. See Lord, Popular Physiology (1839) 296-297, 390-426.  
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The immediate tendency of all these illustrations is to make us look to the principle of 
development as the principle which has been immediately concerned in the peopling of this 
globe, a process extending over a vast space of time, but which is nevertheless connected in 
character with the briefer process by which an individual being is evoked from a simple 
germ. What mystery is there here—and how shall I proceed to enunciate the conception 
which I have ventured to form of what may prove to be its proper solution! It is an idea by 
no means calculated to impress by its greatness, or to puzzle by its profoundness. It is an 
idea more marked by its simplicity than perhaps any other of those which have explained the 
great secrets of nature. But in this lies, perhaps, one of its strongest claims to the faith of 
mankind….I contemplate the whole phenomena as having been in the first place arranged in 
the counsels of Divine Wisdom, to take place, not only upon this sphere, but upon all the 
others in space, under necessary modifications, and as being carried on, from first to last, 
here and elsewhere, under immediate favour of the creative will or energy.126  
 

It is elegant, simple, perhaps even poignant as an analogy. But is it presented as a 

scientific theory, or is it intended more as a metaphysical proposition? It is clearly 

speculation first and foremost—‘I contemplate,’ an ‘idea’ which warrants ‘faith.’ The 

words do not seem accidentally chosen.  And his mechanism (still to come) is in essence 

driven by this ‘principle,’ and acts accordingly as the Divine wills it to act. In a note to 

the last sentence here quoted, Chambers compared his idea to Plato’s Ideas: 
When I formed this idea, I was not aware of one which seems faintly to foreshadow it—
namely, Socrates’s doctrine…that ‘previous to the existence of the world, and beyond its 
present limits, there existed certain archetypes, the embodiment (if we may use such a word) 
of general ideas; and that these archetypes were models, in imitation of which all particular 
beings were created.’127 
 

Owen would also argue for ‘archetypes’ of species, though with a rather more 

sophisticated signification. Although Chambers reminded his readers that the whole 

advances according to changes in physical conditions, we must not forget that those 

physical conditions were also God’s work. Chambers seemed almost to forget that there 

was a material portion involved in determining a species’ destiny, which was so essential 

a part of his theory of the shapes of electrified plants; from this point forward, he moved 

more and more towards the Ideal. While ‘like produces like’ was the ‘ordinary 

                                                
126 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 202-204.  
127 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 204n. See Chapter III, “Coming Home to Edinburgh,” Note 134 for 
evidence that Chambers was aware of Plato’s forms. Secord discusses how Owen’s Platonized version of 
archetypes were embraced by Cambridge dons: Secord, Victorian Sensation, 252-253. 
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procedure,’ of nature, it “may be subordinate to a higher law which only permits it for a 

time, and in proper season interrupts and changes it.”128 Here is again law acting and 

effecting. Chambers’s conceptions of God’s manner of implementing His plan, following 

Babbage’s unofficial Ninth Bridgewater Treatise, we will take up in the next chapter. For 

now, we have yet to reveal his physiological mechanism by which all of this metaphysics 

was supposedly made manifest. 

 The mechanism Chambers proposed for species change was simply that of the 

timing of fetal development. Taking back his previous claim that the embryo represents 

the ‘permanent forms’ of lower creatures, Chambers now presented a conception of 

embryogenesis that was a strange muddle of the ‘general-to-specific’ ideas of Karl von 

Baer and the serial development of Serres and Meckel.129 Chambers explained: “But the 

resemblance is not to the adult fish or the adult reptile, but to the fish and reptile at a 

certain stage in their foetal progress; this holds true with regard to the vascular, nervous, 

and other systems alike.”130 He had foreshadowed this in his discussion of fish fossils in 

the geological chapters: 
It appears that in the imperfect condition of the vertebral column, and the inferior situation 
of the mouth in the pterichthys, coccosteus, &c., there is an analogy to the form of the dorsal 
cord and position of the mouth in the embryo of perfect fishes…. It is not premature to 
remark how broadly these facts seem to hint at a parity of law affecting the progress of 
general creation, and the progress of an individual foetus of one of the more perfect 
animals.131  
 

Given this parity, Chambers conceived that “it is apparent that the only thing required for 

an advance from one type to another in the generative process is…[t]o protract the 

straightforward part of the gestation over a small space—and from species to species the 

                                                
128 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 211. 
129 See Secord, Victorian Sensation, 62-64, 94-95, 106-107, 249-253; and Secord, Introduction, xvii.  
130 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 212. Karl Ernst von Baer was also heavily influenced by both 
naturphilosophie and Cuvier. He took a more holistic approach to the embryo, whereas Geoffroy, Serres, 
and Meckel had focused on individual organs in a linear series.  Von Baer’s idea of embryogenesis was that 
what others interpreted as replication of the animal series was really the development of specific forms 
from more general ones, and even this was only within Cuvier’s four embranchements. For more see, 
Lenoir, Strategy of Life (1989), 71-90. 
131 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 71. 
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space would be small indeed.”132 Chambers presented this simplified, idealized diagram 

in Vestiges to illustrate the process: 

 

  Image courtesy of Linda Hall Library 133  

This diagram shows how a mammal embryo follows along the same path of development 

that would a fish (F), reptile (R), and bird (B) up to a point, but each of these takes a turn 

in the developmental process earlier than does the mammal. Chambers apparently 

conceived of some force or principle that would prevent the embryo from turning toward 

the specific characters of its parents’ type under certain developmental conditions so that 

it would continue up the linear path toward the next higher species before it was born.134 

Precisely what physically would cause this deviation from the path that the parents had 

traveled was left quite vague—physical conditions would affect gestation, but Chambers 

offered no internal or biological conception for how the embryo adapted to these 

alterations in the developmental process. He seemed to assume that every organism had 

been designed to allow for such potential under the necessary circumstances.  

 Chambers argued that the length of gestation was a very powerful mechanism 

indeed. He maintained that there was clear evidence for the work of development in 

                                                
132 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 213.  
133 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 212.  
134 Von Baer’s conception did not really lend itself to any sort of linear interpretation, but Chambers’s 
suggestion does represent a sort of melding of his ideas with those of Serres, Meckel, and Geoffroy. 
Chambers was widely criticized for promoting the idea that the seeds of oat plants transmuted into rye if 
the parent plants were kept short, thereby extending the period before their progeny were reaped.  
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nature “only somewhat short of a transition from species to species.”135 The sex of bees, 

he maintained, citing Kirby and Spence, was the result merely of the length of gestation 

of the pupae, with the longest period required to make “a perfect male.”136 Although 

Chambers affirmed that development was not always in a positive direction, he used the 

negative case merely to set up the positive. While “we see nature alike willing to go back 

and to go forward,” the proof he offered that life can advance was that individual 

development could sometimes be retarded. The concept of ‘arrested development’ was 

the key to understanding the progress of nature.137 The Scottish anatomist William 

Sharpey had argued in 1840 that, “Many deviations from natural structure, though 

certainly not all, may be traced to some stoppage in the progress of formation, to what is 

technically called, ‘an arrest of development.’”138 Chambers believed that since the cases 

of human babies born with three-chambered reptilian hearts, or even two-chambered fish 

hearts, were caused by developmental conditions, the reverse must also be possible:  
It is no great boldness to surmise that a super-adequacy in the measure of this under-
adequacy (and the one thing seems as natural as the other) would suffice in a goose to give 
its progeny the body of a rat, and produce the ornithorynchus (platypus), or might give the 
progeny of an ornithorynchus the mouth and feet of a true rodent, and thus complete at two 
stages the passage from the aves to the mammalia.139  
 

No great boldness indeed. Even the very sympathetic reader, Alfred Russel Wallace, 

already an evolutionist, felt compelled to write “wretched logic” in the margin of his 

                                                
135 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 213. 
136 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 213-216. While Chambers acknowledged that food was part of this process, 
the food only served to accelerate the readiness of the earlier queens and neuters to begin their adult 
existence. William Kirby and William Spence were two of the most prominent British entomologists during 
the first half of the nineteenth century. Kirby had made his name in bees with his Monographia Apum 
Angliae (“Monograph on the Bees of England”) in 1802. Chamber’s source was William Kirby and 
William Spence, An Introduction to Entomology: Or, Elements of the Natural History of Insects : 
Comprising an Account of Noxious and Useful Insects, of Their Metamorphoses, Food, Strategems, 
Habitations, Societies, Motions, Noises, Hybernation, Instinct…, Vol. 2 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, 
and Longmans, 1843); Vestiges quotes sentences found on 110-111 of the 1843 edition. Kirby also wrote a 
Bridgewater Treatise: William Kirby, On the Power, Wisdom and Goodness of God as Manifested in the 
Creation of Animals and in Their History, Habits and Instincts (London: Pickering, 1835).  
137 This again follows conceptions promoted especially by Geoffroy, Serres, and Meckel. 
138 William Sharpey, “Anatomy and Physiology: Introductory Lecture,” Lancet, 1 (1840-1), 491, quoted in 
Jacyna, “Romantic Programme,” 36-37. 
139 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 218, 219.  
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copy of Vestiges when Chambers argued that a waterfowl could make the transition to a 

rodent in just a few generations.140 Chambers’s supposed small steps only from ‘species 

to species’ apparently involved rather substantial leaps from one to the next, striding over 

any number of genera, families, or orders separating them.  

  Chambers reproduced Fletcher’s table explaining the parallels between the 

development of the brain in the human embryo and both the scale of living beings and the 

progress revealed by the fossil record: 

 

Image courtesy of Linda Hall Library141  

Fletcher conceived of the fetal brain during development not as mirroring that of any 

specific species, but rather as an idealized representation of “‘the aggregate, as it were, of 

the brains of each of the tribes stated.’”142 Chambers acknowledged that Fletcher in no 

way meant to argue for development over time of species—but Chambers saw the 

                                                
140 Joel S. Schwartz, “Darwin, Wallace, and Huxley, and Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,” 
Journal of the History of Biology, vol. 23 (March 1990), 127-153, quote on 146-147, citing Wallace’s 
personal copy of the 12th edition, currently held by the Linnaean Society.   
141 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 226-227.  
142 Fletcher, Rudiments of Physiology, quoted in Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 224-225. 
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evidence represented in this table as even more powerful since it had not been originally 

devised to support this view.143 Chambers also incorporated the philosophy of science 

into his discussion. That men of science would not recognize the developmental 

implications of the evidence before them was no refutation of the potential truth of his 

development hypothesis. Evidence for spontaneous generation, for instance, was 

“explained away…. Science, therefore, has no such facts, for the very same reason that 

some small sects are said to have no discreditable members—namely, that they do not 

receive such persons, and extrude all who begin to verge upon the character.”144 

 Finally, Chambers acknowledged that his theory of development was merely 

hypothetical; like Descartes’s vortices or Ptolemy’s epicycles, it was just a model to 

explain the phenomena: 
I do not indeed present these ideas as furnishing the true explanation of the progress of 
organic creation; they are merely thrown out as hints towards the formation of a just 
hypothesis, the completion of which is only to be looked for when some considerable 
advances shall have been made in the amount and character of our stock of knowledge.145 
 

Nevertheless, he saw in his own ideas something closer to the truth than what Lamarck 

had proposed earlier in the nineteenth century.146 While acknowledging what was 

commonly believed at that time, that “it is possible that wants and the exercise of 

faculties have entered in some manner into the production of the phenomena which we 

have been considering,” Chambers insisted that, in contrast with Lamarck, he had taken 

“existing natural means, and shew[ed] them to have been capable of producing all the 

existing organisms, with the simple and easily conceivable aid of a higher generative law, 

which we perhaps still see operating upon a limited scale.”147 Chambers insisted that his 

                                                
143 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 224-225. 
144 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 220.  
145 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 230.  
146 Chambers’s knowledge of Lamarck’s transmutation theories was likely mainly secondhand through 
British sources, such as that of Lyell’s Principles, in which the ideas of the expert on invertebrates were 
discussed at length. Chambers did, however, check out the French original of Lamarck’s Histoire naturelle 
des animaux sans vertèbres from the St. Andrews University library in December of 1843: “J. B. P. A. 
Lamarck, Histoire naturelle des animaux sans vertèbres, deuxième éd. 11 tomes. 8 vo. Paris 1835. 
CK.10.7” 
147 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 231.  
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theory required God’s initial formulation, implying that the Frenchman’s conceptions 

dispensed with this necessity.  

 Chambers concluded his presentation of his hypothesis of development with a 

lengthy discussion of the moral implications of his theory. It should not be seen as 

degrading, he insisted, to be connected with lower animals, and it was mere narrow-

mindedness on the part of mankind to conceive of his species as separate from nature. A 

“natural mind” has no problem with the act of sex and development in generating any one 

individual, so why should anyone have difficulty with a progressive means of creating the 

whole of the species? “Creative Providence has been pleased to order that it should be so, 

and it must therefore be submitted to.”148 It is only “false pride” and “ignorant prejudice” 

that lies behind any objection to such ideas.149 Insisting that the lower “creatures are all of 

them part products of his Almighty Conception, as well as ourselves,” Chambers 

maintained that there was no dishonor in tracing the heritage of mankind through the 

progress of life on earth.150 According to Chambers, the evolution of all of the living 

beings not only on this planet but all the others as well: 
has never been anything more than a new stage of progress in gestation, an event as simply 
natural, and attended as little by any circumstances of a wonderful or startling kind, as the 
silent advance of an ordinary mother from one week to another of her pregnancy. Yet, be it 
remembered, the whole phenomena are, in another point of view, wonders of the highest 
kind, for in each of them we have to trace the effect of the Almighty Will which had 
arranged the whole in such harmony with external physical circumstances, that both 
developed in parallel steps.151  
 

The reason Chambers was so certain of the involvement of the Creator in the process 

rested in the classificatory system he believed best characterized the living part of nature. 

 

The Circles of Life –The Transcendental Plan for Development 

The metaphysical transcendental idealism underlying the principle of unity that is 

heralded throughout Vestiges reached its height with the Macleay system of classification 
                                                
148 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 234.  
149 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 235.  
150 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 235. 
151 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 223. 
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and distribution that Chambers considered a natural representation of organic order. 

While Secord discounts the importance of this system, it is actually the key to 

understanding Chambers’s conception of development.152 Responding to critics, 

Chambers downplayed the system’s importance in some later editions, but he only left it 

completely out of one edition (the Fifth), and even in the most corrected versions, as 

Marilyn Ogilvie shows, he still incorporated some of its key ideas without calling them 

by name.153 What was sometimes referred to as the ‘quinarian’ model was for Chambers 

and his main source of the idea, William Swainson, far more than merely a system of 

classification—it was the evidence for God’s plan in creation. Chambers claimed in the 

context of his discussion of Lamarck’s theory: 
I also go beyond the French philosopher to a very important point, the original Divine 
conception of all the forms of being which these natural laws were only instruments in 
working out and realizing. The actuality of such a conception I hold to be strikingly 
demonstrated by the discoveries of Macleay, Vigors, and Swainson, with respect to the 
affinities and analogies of animal (and by implication vegetable) organisms. Such a 
regularity in the structure, as we may call it, of the classification of animals, as is shewn in 
their systems, is totally irreconcilable with the idea of form going on to form merely as 
needs and wishes in the animals themselves dictated. Had such been the case, all would have 
been irregular, as things arbitrary necessarily are. But, lo, the whole plan of being is as 
symmetrical as the plan of a house, or the laying out of an old-fashioned garden! This must 
needs have been devised and arranged for beforehand. And what a preconception or 
forethought have we here!…let us, I say, only consider these things, and we shall see that 
the decreeing of laws to bring the whole about was an act involving such a degree of 
wisdom and device as we can only attribute, adoringly, to the one Eternal and 
Unchangeable.154 
 

While Macleay was the original source for the system, and Chambers did check out a 

book by Macleay from the St. Andrews University library, Chambers followed most 

                                                
152 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 386; Secord provides a brief summary of the changes in different editions 
in “Appendix A” in Robert Chambers Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation and Other Evolutionary 
Writings, ed. James A. Secord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 217-219. 
153 Marilyn Ogilvie, “Robert Chambers and The Successive Revisions of the Vestiges of the Natural 
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Thoemmes Press, 2000), xiv.  
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closely the interpretation of the quinarian system presented by the British ornithologist 

William Swainson.155  

 In Chambers’s treatment of the Macleay system we find several transcendental 

elements. First, the lowest orders represented a ‘prophecy’ of higher orders yet to be 

developed, and in each level of the system there were reflections mirrored in all of the 

others levels and in the parallel development between groups. Secondly, the moral 

characters of nature were as much distinguishing characteristics as the physical, and often 

physical signs or ‘representations’ indicated moral character. Thirdly, and in this 

Chambers departed from his sources, mankind was made a part of nature, with his own 

place at the highest level of his class and all others, since it was the crowning group of 

the entire creation. And finally, Chambers’s discussion of mankind’s place in nature 

concluded with a crescendo of idealism: man may yet be transcended by higher types that 

are his superiors in every way and will rule over him. Mankind, rather than the pinnacle 

of a final stage of development, might be merely the starting point of an even greater 

promise in the future. All of this was rooted, of course, in the unity of plan that, as 

Swainson insisted, “every principle of sound reasoning convinces us must belong to the 

system of the creation.”156 
 According to Swainson, Macleay divided all animal life into five major circular 

groups with groups of ten (a set of five large and five small) subdivisions at each level 

that nested within each other in a categorical hierarchy. The series of animals they 

considered therefore continuous—wherever one starts, one ends up back in the same 

place. Only groups that present this circular relation of affinities are ‘natural’ groups.157 

Swainson said “[t]hat there is a tendency in such groups as are placed at the opposite 

                                                
155 William Swainson, A Treatise on the Geography and Classification of Animals (London: Longman, et 
al, 1835); Chambers cites this book directly several times and also reproduces some of the charts from it, as 
well as following its argument very closely. Chambers checked out a book by Macleay classified as item 
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(Wm. Sharp) Horae entomologicae, or essays on the annulose animals. Vol. 1st. part 1st. 8vo. Lon. 1819,” 
under the classification number “AH.3.2.”  
156 Swainson, Geography and Classification, 128. 
157 Swainson, Geography and Classification, 202. 
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points of a circle of affinity ‘to meet each other.’”158 The circles then created rings of 

themselves—it was really a three-dimensional system. As Swainson explained, “there are 

circles within circles, ‘wheels within wheels’—an infinite number of complicated 

relations; but all regulated by one simple and uniform principle,—that is, the circularity 

of every group.”159 It was enough to make one’s head spin but such ‘circular’ reasoning 

was truly the core of the system. Finally, and perhaps most importantly to us in this 

context, each group of five larger circles contained one group that had representatives 

similar to each of the other four circular groups, as we shall see further on.160  

 Swainson argued that this scheme of classification was the only truly natural system. 

He considered all “systems to be artificial which are not grounded on any universal 

principles of arrangement;—which exhibit the animal series without plan or harmonious 

connection;—and which disregard anomalies and affinities.”161 He insisted that a natural 

system would reveal “the probable station of this species in the scale of being, the 

affinities it possesses to others, and the analogies by which it is related and 

represented.”162 Note that there are no biological relations in his formulation—what is 

natural, what is intrinsic to nature, is what reflects the mind of God. There are three 

principles or ‘laws’ on which the whole was founded—the circular affinities, the definite 

number of the parts of each circle, and “[t]he system of representation, by which the 

contents of one natural group are represented analogically by the contents of other 

groups.”163 Hence the contrived nature of Macleay’s system was the best proof of its 

naturalness. In Swainson’s hands particularly, and in Chambers’s, as we saw in the quote 

from Vestiges in the opening paragraph of this section, Macleay’s system was presented 

as God’s designed structure of creation. 

 Chambers ignored the complications presented by Macleay of ten divided into two 

groups of five, and presented the system with concrete examples. In Chambers’s 
                                                
158 Swainson, Geography and Classification, 202 (in part quoting MacLeay). 
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presentation, there were five kingdoms of life, each containing five classes, each 

containing five orders, tribes, families, etc. Individual groups had different numbers of 

these subcategories, but in each there were groups of five representatives. At each level, 

the groupings were divided into a ‘typical’ order closest to the ideal, a ‘sub-typical’ 

order, and three ‘aberrant’ groups. In Swainson’s overtly Christianized version of the 

system, which he did not follow exclusively and which Chambers ignored in the early 

editions but discussed in later ones, these three aberrant groups were combined into a 

single category, leaving ‘trinary’ divisions in each major level of classification.164 Each 

layer of the system was divided according to these initial subdivisions—so that there 

were representatives of each of these characters at the level of class, order, family, genus, 

and species. People too had individual constitutions that allowed them to be sorted into 

these types.  

  Chambers and Swainson both considered the basic level of life—the kingdom 

acrita—to be ‘representative’ of all the future species to be formed. Swainson explained 

that in the acrita, “nature, so far from forgetting order, has, at the commencement of her 

work, in these imperfect animals, given us a sketch of the five different forms she 

intended afterwards to adopt for the whole animal kingdom.”165 The Intestina are the 

‘outline’ of the Mollusks, in coral the internal skeleton of the vertebrates are symbolically 

represented, and rotifers and other polyps give us the basic radial structure of the radiata. 

While Swainson saw these relations merely as ideas in the mind of God, Chambers saw 

them as even more than that (emphasis his):   
The acrita thus appear as a prophecy of the higher events of animal development. They shew 
that the nobler orders of being, including man himself, were contemplated from the first, and 
came into existence by virtue of a law, the operation of which had commenced ages before 
their forms were realized. The system of representation is therefore to be regarded as 
powerful additional proof of the hypothesis of organic progress by virtue of law.166 
 

                                                
164 For some examples of Swainson’s ‘trinarian’ views, see: Swainson, Geography and Classification, 224, 
227-229, 233, 388, and elsewhere; on Chambers’s use of this conception in later editions, see: Ogilvie, 
“Successive Revisions,” 382-385, which outlines Chambers’s supposition of ‘trinarian’ groupings in the 
later editions of the book. 
165 Swainson, Geography and Classification, 210.  
166 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 250.  
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Chambers conceived that “under the flowing robes of nature, where all looks arbitrary 

and accidental, there is an artificiality of the most rigid kind. The natural, we now 

perceive, sinks into and merges in a Higher Artificial.”167 While artificial might normally 

be used to represent something made by man and not inherently part of nature, Chambers 

made nature the product of God’s manipulation. Nature was like a British formal garden, 

symmetrically arranged in patterns, so it had to be designed: “when we attain a 

knowledge of the artificiality which is at the basis of nature, that nature is wholly the 

production of a Being resembling, but infinitely greater than ourselves.”168 Man’s mind 

was a faint representation of its maker, as the acrita contained a circle that was a faint 

representation of the vertebrata yet to come.  

 In order to fully comprehend the system of nature and its design, Chambers insisted 

that a holistic vision was essential. He analogized the necessary attitude to the way that 

an insect would need to fly up over the garden in order to be able to discern its 

arrangements. Since the species of different geographical regions with similar conditions 

are dissimilar yet analogous, the only way to fully recognize how the circles of life were 

completed was through surveying the whole of creation—the different members of each 

circle often being distributed across vast distances in both space and time.169 God’s 

omniscience, however, was eternal, and such details were to him of no consequence. 

Evolution, Chambers conceived, was guided by these classificatory forms based on 

representation rather than any specific blueprints. In different geographic areas, 

therefore, where conditions differed, the animals and plants that independently evolved 

had some flexibility to meet the demands of conditions operating under God’s laws, but 

the implication is clear that they would each develop to fill a role delineated by one of the 

preexisting circles.  

 Along with the importance of the system of representation, only available to those 

with a higher holistic vision, moral lessons were also available to those who studied 

                                                
167 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 250. 
168 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 251.  
169 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 251-260. 
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God’s circular plan in nature. Moral and personality characteristics were important 

features of the divisions of each of these categories. Along with the typical and sub-

typical, the three aberrant groups in birds Swainson called the natatorial (living in, near, 

or from the water), the grallatorial (or suctorial—having extended mouths and/or 

imbibing food by suction), and the rasorial (characterized by gentleness and 

domesticability).  Chambers preferred the term ‘suctorial’ for the second of these since he 

considered it more descriptive of the universal characteristics of that grouping, both 

moral and physical.170 Since Swainson was mostly an ornithologist, Chambers 

reproduced his chart of the five types in the class of Aves: 

 

Image courtesy of Linda Hall Library171 

The members of the sub-typical group were always the most unpleasant—they were 

defined, in fact, as ‘evil.’172 Serpents were the sub-typical reptiles, raptors the sub-typical 

birds, bison the sub-typical ungulates, and the zebra was the sub-typical species of the 

equine family. The stripes of the zebra provided an outward sign of its viciousness, like 

those of the tiger, the poisonous striped caterpillars of certain butterflies, and particularly 

vicious breeds of domestic dogs.173 The rasorial type was composed of those most useful 

and most easily domesticated. We can see how contrived this system was by noting that 

Swainson and Chambers placed bees and wasps in the rasorial group rather than in the 

                                                
170 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 242.  
171 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 242. 
172 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 243-245. 
173 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 244-245, 264.  



 336 

sub-typical group where their stingers might seem to earn them recognition—their 

usefulness apparently outweighing their harmfulness.174  

 Mankind, too, was a part of the circle of life for Chambers—although Swainson had 

filled his highest division with other species and left the human being a thing apart, 

claiming that our apparent relations to the primates bore the character of mere analogy 

rather than affinity.175 Chambers presented his own modified chart of the circle of the 

highest ‘tribes’ of the class mammalia: 

 

Image courtesy of Linda Hall Library176 

Mankind was therefore the ‘type’ of his circle, the most ‘ideal.’ His position there placed 

him parallel to the crow in the highest circle of the Aves. Like a crow, which was a bird 

that “had taken from all the other orders a portion of their peculiar qualities,” mankind 

represented all that was good and ill in the rest of the animal kingdom.177 Man had the 

most perfect grasping power, the physical characteristic that most separated him and his 

quadrumana brethren from the other species.178 He could learn more, and more quickly, 

than the most brilliant ape. His rapacity could be rivaled by no member of the carnivores. 

Yet he was also as domesticable as the most rasorial ungulates. Chambers suggested that, 

“To the aquatic type, his love of maritime adventure very readily assimilates him; and 

                                                
174 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 248. 
175 Chambers was most outraged that Swainson had made man a link between the kingdoms of life beneath 
him and the angels: Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 266.  
176 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 267.  
177 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 269, quoting Swainson. 
178 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 270; Chambers was likely alluding here to his friend’s Bridgewater 
Treatise: Sir Charles Bell, The Hand Its Mechanism and Vital Endowments as Evincing Design (London: 
William Pickering, 1833). Bell had sponsored Chambers’s admission to the Royal Society of Edinburgh; he 
was elected a member on Feb. 3rd, 1840: Proceedings of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Vol. 1 (Dec 
1832-May 1844). 
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how far the suctorial is represented in his nature it is hardly necessary to say.”179 Like the 

crow, mankind was highly adaptable and had spread to every continent. Chambers 

insisted that while a human being was superior in practically every way to every other 

living creature, he or she was as natural a creation as the crow.  

 Chambers concluded his discussion of the Macleay system, however, on a more 

idealistic note. He asked: 
Is the existing human race the only species designed to occupy the grade to which it is here 
referred? Such a question evidently ought not to be answered rashly; and I shall therefore 
confine myself to the admission that, judging by analogy, we might expect to see several 
varieties of the being, homo.180  
 

All other species of such high rank are not singular in their groups, so there is nothing 

preventing the development of higher, ‘nobler’ types of the homo genera, if the ever-

present necessity of a change in the conditions of the world would offer the opening. It is 

a grand transcendental crescendo, offering hope for a yet-unrealized potential.  

 

Connexions  

The main metaphysical message unifying the science in Vestiges is the transcendental 

tenet that there is unity and simplicity at the base of all of nature. This is the key to 

understanding Chambers’s conception of nature. The Romantic and the sentimental in 

literature, which so appealed to Chambers, primed his mind to embrace the Romantic in 

the sciences as well. Chambers’s scientific work should be seen in the context of the 

ideas and philosophy underlying Romantic and transcendental science, which especially 

in Scotland was deeply imbued with metaphysics and religion. It is to the Germans that 

we look for the roots of Romantic science, exemplified beautifully in its later 

manifestations by Humboldt’s Cosmos, the first volume of which was released just after 

Vestiges in 1845. The vision of science presented by Humboldt parallels key aspects of 

Chambers’s worldview. Cosmos extolls the virtues of the human relationship with 

                                                
179 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 272.  
180 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 275.  
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nature—and how it inspires comfort by its orderliness and lawfulness, even before it is 

understood intellectually:  
If we attempt to analyse the different gradations of enjoyment derived from the 
contemplation of nature, we find, first, an impression which is altogether independent of 
any knowledge of the mode of action of physical forces, and does not even depend on the 
particular character of the objects contemplated…. The mere contact with nature, the 
issuing forth into open air,—that which by expression of deep meaning my language 
terms in das Freie—exercises a soothing and a calming influence on the sorrows and on 
the passions of men…. That which is grave and solemn in these impressions is derived 
from the presentiment of order and of law, unconsciously awakened by the simple contact 
with external nature; it is derived from the contrast of the narrow limits of our being with 
that image of infinity, which every where reveals itself in the starry heavens, in the 
boundless plain, or in the indistinct horizon of the ocean.181 
 

We find here the balance of oppositional forces—a contrast that almost seems 

paradoxical in the joys found in freedom and indefiniteness, but also in lawful 

determination.  Chambers certainly would have read these words with approval.182 

Humboldt also presented nature itself, along with our ideas concerning it, according to 

their synthetic and subjective relations: 
The aspect of external nature, as it presents itself in its generality to thoughtful 
contemplation, is that of unity in diversity, and of connection, resemblance, and order, 
among created things most dissimilar in form;—one fair harmonious whole. To seize this 
unity and this harmony, amid such an immense assemblage of objects and forces,—to 
embrace alike the discoveries of the earliest ages and those of our present time,—and to 
analyse the details of phenomena without sinking into their mass,—are efforts of human 
reason, in the path wherein it is given to man to press towards the full comprehension of 
nature, to unveil a portion of her secrets, and, by force of thought, to subject, so to speak, 
to his intellectual dominion, the rough materials which he collects by observation.183  
 

Chambers was not a particularly deep thinker, but his aim in presenting his theory of the 

universal law of development is harmonious with key chords in Humboldt’s vision. It 

                                                
181 Alexander von Humboldt, Cosmos, tr. Elizabeth Juliana Leeves Sabine (London: Longman, Brown, 
Green, and Longmans, 1846), 6. 
182 Chambers wrote to Alexander Ireland when he read a notice about Cosmos: “Very likely it will be a 
similar book to mine” (NLS Dep. 341/110/88). Since he was a prolific reader, and very interested in the 
themes addressed by the book, whose author was extremely influential, Chambers almost certainly read it. 
A glowing review (with extensive excerpts) that reflects Chambers’s particular concerns appeared in the 
Journal almost as soon as did the American translation: “Shooting Stars and Aërolites,” Chambers’s 
Edinburgh Journal, Vol. IV, New Series, No. 85 (Aug. 16, 1845), 100-103.   
183 Humboldt, Cosmos, 5-6. 
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was the British (mostly Scottish) importation of German and French transcendental and 

Romantic ideals that awakened in the mind of the sensitive and poetic Chambers a new 

interest in the beauty of science. He drew together the particular elements of astronomy, 

geology, anatomy and physiology, and mental philosophy in an attempt to create a 

unified whole connecting their disparate objectives.  

 It is only by taking a similar approach to the work and its author—by looking at 

Chambers’s life holistically, and by truly and deeply considering the content of his 

ideas—that we will come to a fuller understanding of what he meant Vestiges to achieve. 

For Chambers, the Law of Development did not just explain the progress of life on 

earth—it was a metaphysical theory that encompassed all of creation, from macrocosm to 

microcosm. He expressed it poignantly toward the end of Vestiges, after addressing the 

idea that mankind, as much as every other part of nature, was ruled by God’s ordained 

laws: 
Thus the whole is complete on one principle. The masses of space are formed by law; law 
makes them in due time theatres of existence for plants and animals; sensation, disposition, 
intellect, are all in like manner developed and sustained in action by law. It is most 
interesting to observe how small a field the whole of the mysteries of nature thus ultimately 
resolve themselves. The inorganic has one final comprehensive law, GRAVITATION. The 
organic, the other great department of mundane things, rests in like manner on one law, and 
that is,—DEVELOPMENT. Nor may even these two be after all twain, but only branches of 
one still more comprehensive law, the expression of that unity which man’s wit can scarcely 
separate from Deity itself.184  
 

While unity was the ultimate law, development and gravity were its operational forces. 

What Chambers believed he had found was a law of nature that manifested in the 

formation of stars and planets all the way down to the production of cells from organic 

chemicals via a chemico-electric process—and back up again through the progress of life, 

the individual mind of man, and the advancement of civilized society. Development was 

the higher force to which all others were subordinate—gravity itself a mere handmaiden 

to its directives. And development was the ultimate expression of God’s will in 

operation—His fundamental mode of working in His Creation.

                                                
184 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 359-360.  
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Chapter IX: Vestiges and the Hermeneutics of the Natural World 

 
A wise man will see that Aristotle Platonises.  

By going one step farther back in thought,  
discordant opinions are reconciled,  

by being seen to be two extremes of one principle,  
and we can never go so far back as to  

preclude a still higher vision.  
—Ralph Waldo Emerson 18411 

 
Chambers had an interest in sundials as a child, and he claimed that he became quite 

adept at constructing various types. The appeal of ‘dialling’ to the young Chambers and 

why it was important enough to him to discuss specifically in his memoir is uncertain, but 

the instrument had connotations significant enough for the American Transcendentalists 

that they chose to name the periodical they produced promoting their philosophy The 

Dial. The first edition’s introduction, written by Ralph Waldo Emerson, explains what 

the name symbolized for the author and his followers: 
And so with diligent hands and good intent we set down our Dial on the earth. We wish it 
may resemble that instrument in its celebrated happiness, that of measuring no hours but 
those of sunshine. Let it be one cheerful rational voice amidst the din of mourners and 
polemics. Or to abide by our chosen image, let it be such a Dial, not as the dead face of a 
clock, hardly even such as the Gnomon in a garden, but rather such a Dial as is the 
Garden itself, in whose leaves and flowers the suddenly awakened sleeper is instantly 
apprised not what part of dead time, but what state of life and growth is now arrived and 
arriving.2 
 

This brief quote reveals one of the essential differences between the earlier Romantic and 

the Transcendentalist—the opposite poles of fatalistic pessimism and transformative 

hope. The Transcendentalist movement in America grew out of Emerson’s and others’ 

engagement with Romantic concerns about progress and the problems of modernity, but 

its proponents attempted to shine a ray of light into the darker corners of such worries—

they offered not just the critique that the Romantics in literature had proffered, but a way 

                                                
1 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays (London: James Fraser, 1841), 310.  
2 Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The Editors to the Reader,” The Dial, Vol. 1, No. 1 (July 1840), 4.  
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forward, a way to transcend those concerns through reframing them in a hopeful spirit. 

This is precisely what Chambers saw his work as doing, as did many of those in 

Romantic science. He recognized the problems with specialized and divided knowledge. 

He thought that the practitioners of science should be working toward a broader purpose 

that would bring unity to their compartmentalized facts. And he understood the serious 

epistemological problems that modern discoveries were creating for believers in the unity 

of the truth of both science and religion. His transcendental view of nature was an attempt 

at reconciliation, with a hope to bring unity and synthesis to an increasingly polarized 

world. Vestiges, as we have seen, was a metaphysical manifesto as much as it was a 

scientific theory. It was also Chambers’s passionate testimony of his natural religious 

worldview.  

 My attempt here to retrieve the most intimate beliefs of a man who was by nature 

secretive and protective of such thoughts and sentiments is difficult, and abounds with 

interpretive pitfalls, but the search is valuable even if its discoveries can only ever be 

probabilistic and inferential.3 The teleological structure and content of Vestiges provides 

many clues to its author’s beliefs, but there are others—in his relationships, in his private 

papers, and in his actions throughout his life. Following him on the spiritual paths he 

traced will help open to our view the expanded possibilities for religious 

conceptualization and experience for a Victorian public during a time of doctrinal 

controversies, empirical and philosophical challenges, and critical reassessments of the 

literal interpretation of the consecrated Word of God. As Author of the Book of Nature, 

God was being pushed further and further up the chain of causation in field after field of 

natural science, and religious men throughout Britain were seeking reconciliatory 

conceptions for God’s role in the universe to prevent the Creator from being made 

obsolete. While Vestiges and related works are often interpreted in relation to their 

                                                
3 Significant portions of this chapter were initially published in Angela Smith, “The Theology of 
Materialism: Redeeming the Natural Religion of Robert Chambers and Vestiges,” in International Life 
Writing: Memory and Identity in Global Context, ed. Paul Longley Arthur (London & New York: 
Routledge, 2013), 67-90.  
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contribution to the rise of secularism, division and exclusion were no part of Chambers’s 

intentions, nor were they the meaning found in his work by many of his like-minded 

readers. As Chambers maneuvered through the theological minefields of mid-nineteenth-

century Scotland, he repeatedly found himself occupying the interstices between 

mainstream conceptions of both science and religion. This space between was 

Chambers’s inner philosophical territory, and he worked to provide an alternative to help 

fill the gap between God and His creation, which was widening throughout Britain during 

the nineteenth century.4 

 It was not until the final parts of his book that Chambers seriously addressed the 

implications of his theory for individuals of the human species and society as a whole. 

Chambers continued his argument to account for various uniquely human features in 

terms of the law of development: different races, the origins of separate languages, the 

progression of civilization, and the mind of man itself were all accountable by natural 

means. Chambers was adamant, however, that the mind being a function of a material 

brain in man did not equate to the lack of an immortal soul. Since the early eighteenth 

century, the equation of mind with soul had been one of the most contentious issues in 

European philosophy. Nineteenth-century English and Scottish divines had largely 

accepted this as an essential relation, and, in most religious philosophies, confounding 

mind and matter called into question not only the immortality of the human individual, 

but the very nature of God Himself. If Man had been made in God’s image, it was his 

spiritual part that reflected his Maker; and if the principle of dualism was universally 

done away with by a radical materialism, God could not be spirit, and His omnipresence, 

omniscience, and omnipotence were all rendered impossible.5  

 Chambers, the phrenologist George Combe, and many others simply refused the 

implication that the confirmation of a material basis for mind could refute the idea of an 
                                                
4 Charles Gillispie, Marilyn Ogilvie, Peter Bowler, and John Lynch have all taken seriously Robert 
Chambers’s claims for the religious intent of his theory, as does Robert Crawford, The Beginning and End 
of the World: St. Andrews, Scandal, and the Birth of Photography (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 2011). I seek to 
extend this work by taking a holistic view integrating his life, work, and religion.   
5 James Buchanan, Modern atheism under its forms of pantheism, materialism, secularism, development, 
and natural laws (Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1857), 201-202. 
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immortal soul, and this is crucial to understanding their brand of materialism—theirs was 

in no way an atheistic materialism, despite the claims of more traditional religious 

apologists seeking to discredit their views. There is little doubt that many mainstream 

theologians of the day considered what Combe and Chambers to be doing to be merely 

strategic posturing meant to obfuscate the philosophical implications of their own 

theories, and there is certainly no doubt that many radical philosophies did follow such 

theories to an atheistic end. But there is simply no evidence that Chambers and Combe 

themselves were intentionally being merely strategic. On the contrary, we find plenty of 

support for the view that they were expressing their unconventional yet wholly authentic 

beliefs, and Chambers remained loyal to the theories he presented in Vestiges at least 

until after the publication of Origin in 1859, when he had already become an avid 

Spiritualist, and almost certainly until his dying day.6  

 

From Kirk to Chapel 

We have already seen how Chambers’s upbringing and early experiences resulted in his 

turn away from the harsh dogma of strict Scottish Presbyterianism as a young man. From 

the age of fourteen on, Chambers was mostly self-educated in both science and theology, 

so he had little institutional indoctrination to shape his views. The religious climate in 

Edinburgh during the decades before and even after Chambers wrote Vestiges continued 

to be in certain ways oppressive: as late as 1848, a circular was issued by an organization 

called the ‘Scottish Association for Opposing Prevalent Errors,’ calling on neighbors to 

inform on the state of ‘Infidelity’ in their areas.7 But alternatives of a liberal as well as a 

more transcendental and spiritualist strain were alive and well, and growing stronger with 

each passing decade. James Frederick Ferrier in St. Andrews, John Daniel Morell in 
                                                
6 A lack of much evidence makes it difficult to prove this conclusively—and there is some conflicting 
evidence, that has led both James Secord and Milton Millhauser to assert that he converted to a traditional 
Christianity late in life. That evidence will be assessed in this chapter. In anticipation of that, Alexander 
Ireland testified that it was one of Chambers’s own last wishes that his name be revealed as the author of 
Vestiges. There is no implication in Ireland’s report of this conversation that Chambers regretted or was 
apologetic about any of it; see Alexander Ireland, Introduction to the Twelfth Edition of Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation, by Robert Chambers (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1884), ix-xi. 
7 NLS MSS. 5140/61-62. 
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lectures delivered in Edinburgh and Glasgow, and others continued to infuse German 

conceptions into the theological and philosophical climate in Scotland.8  

 Two secondhand accounts relate that Chambers and his brother were both present 

at a Church of Scotland sermon when the preacher denounced popular periodicals such as 

Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal for not being doctrinally religious, and Chambers 

reportedly never returned to that particular congregation.9  Birth records reveal that he 

                                                
8 James Frederick Ferrier, Institutes of Metaphysics: The Theory of Knowing and Being (Edinburgh: 
Blackwood and Sons, 1854); Morell’s lectures on “The philosophical Tendencies of the Age” were 
delivered in 1848, ideas from which were published in J. D. Morell, The Philosophy of Religion (London: 
Longman, Green, Brown, and Longmans, 1849), which Chambers referred to in an undated letter to 
Alexander Ireland as a “far yont book” that he planned to read; NLS Dep. 341/110/56-57. On Morell, see 
A. R. Buckland, “Morell, John Daniel (1816–1891),” rev. C. A. Creffield, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). See Note 76 below for a discussion of the term ‘far 
yont.’  
9 Lady Eliza Priestley, one of Chambers’s daughters, in a memoir written in her later years, references this 
story as having been told to her by Theodore Martin; see Eliza Chambers Priestley, The Story of a Lifetime 
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1908), 30-31.  She names the church where it happened ‘St. 
Cuthbert’s.’ Secord has assumed, quite logically, that this occurred at the Church that was the seat of the 
Parish of St. Cuthbert’s, and he certainly may be right. He suggests that the prominent seats the brothers 
supposedly held on the first row of the gallery of the church was the main parish church of St. Cuthbert’s, 
and that it was an appropriate place for them in light of their rising social status; in 1832, however, when 
Secord supposes this event occurred, the brothers were still relatively low on the social ladder and would 
probably have been outbid for such seats (both financially and socially) by more prominent others. In 
Chambers’s earlier writings, he referred to this church repeatedly as the ‘West Church,’ indicating that was 
its most common name at that time. Chambers also criticizes its architecture with particular disdain—and 
this before any incident had ever occurred there in reference to his Journal (since it did not yet exist). 
While calling St. John’s Episcopal on Princes Street “a beautiful Gothic structure,” he brings in the West 
Church for derision: “As a contrast to this tasteful edifice, the West Church, (or parish-church of St. 
Cuthbert’s,—the most populous in Scotland,) rears its huge ungainly form at no great distance in the valley 
below” like an “enormous oblong barn” (Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 189-190). Chambers was 
interested in architectural beauty and it seems out of character that he would have chosen to attend a 
congregation in a structure he rather despised with so many much lovelier churches closer to his home to 
choose from—especially if it had a conservative dogmatic evangelical preacher, as Secord describes in 
Secord, Victorian Sensation, 84. Chambers’s rhetoric was not at all hostile, however, toward a church he 
calls “St. Cuthbert’s Chapel”—one of the smaller chapels-of-ease that was actually significantly more 
convenient to his home and that of his brother than was the larger and more established West Church; see 
Chambers, Walks in Edinburgh, 207. This church was later known (and still is today) as St. Bernard’s: 
“The name of St. Bernard’s was not originally chosen to designate our Church. It was merely called St. 
Cuthbert’s Chapel of Ease, Claremont Street. This was because St. Cuthbert’s Parish Church (Stockbridge 
then being in the parish of St. Cuthbert) was becoming aware that with the spread of the New Town and the 
consequent increase in population, the existing facilities for public worship were quite inadequate.… In 
1851 the Church was erected to a quoad sacred charge…. It was at this time that the name was changed to 
St. Bernard’s Parish Church”; St. Bernard’s Parish Church—150 Years of a New Town Church 
(Edinburgh: St. Bernard’s Church, 1979) 3. It was built by James Milne, architect, out of Craigleith stone in 
a classical style and was very crowded when first opened. It was when built the northernmost church in the 
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had one of his children baptized by a Church of Scotland minister, John Gardiner 

Beveridge, in 1833.10 Although he and Beveridge remained friends for many years 

afterwards, this was the last official connection Chambers had with the Church of 

Scotland for which evidence has been found.11 Chambers’s journal entries reveal, 

however, that throughout the 1840s and 1850s he frequently attended the Church of 

Scotland sermons of the progressive Dr. Robert Lee (and had him to his house for 

dinner), a Presbyterian minister in Edinburgh who often preached on a subject near and 

dear to Chambers’s heart—the relationship between science and religion.12 He also had 

close personal friendships with many Church of Scotland ministers and professors.13  

 During and after the Vestiges years, Chambers belonged to the Episcopalian 

churches in both St. Andrews and Edinburgh, and was very friendly with some of his 

minsters. In Edinburgh, the church he attended was headed by Bishop Charles Terrot, 

who was admitted to the Royal Society of Edinburgh just two weeks after Chambers and 

who was respected for his work in mathematics—some of his papers appeared in the 
                                                                                                                                            
New Town, which is close to where the Chambers family lived throughout most of their life in Edinburgh. I 
therefore believe that if this event did occur in 1832, or even a few years later, it probably happened in the 
neighborhood congregation of the chapel-of-ease rather than the imposing and inhospitable edifice of the 
West Church. Chambers did report the incident many years later to his friend, Andrew K. H. Boyd, a 
Church of Scotland minister who once was pastor at St. Bernard’s—which might have been why Chambers 
mentioned it to him, and why he remembered it—but Boyd’s account does not include enough detail to fix 
a time or place precisely; A. K. H. Boyd, Twenty-five Years of St. Andrews, Vol. I (London: Longman’s, 
1892), 86. 
10 Scotland, Midlothian County, Edinburgh, Register of Births: digital image, ScotlandsPeople, accessed 
June 29, 2012, http://www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk/, lists the records for the 1833 births (of twins, one 
stillborn) in the April 16, 1836 record, so there is no sure way to date the baptism, though it was 
customarily done about a month after birth. I have been unable to locate baptismal records for the children 
born in 1835, 1836, 1838, 1839, or 1841. The search, however, has given me some sympathy for the 
condition of Anne Chambers, who was almost constantly pregnant throughout her first two decades of 
married life. It has also given me significant appreciation for the happiness of their match together. In any 
event, the children born from 1842 forward were all baptized by Episcopalian ministers in either St. 
Andrews or Edinburgh, so from that point forward at least the family affiliated with that denomination. 
Additional children were born in 1843, 1846, and 1851.  
11 I examined the pew rental records for the churches in Chambers’s immediate neighborhoods and the 
extant ones for the seat of the parish of St. Cuthbert’s (which are incomplete) but I could not find the 
Chambers family in the ones I searched.  
12 NLS Dep. 341/32: Dec. 11, 1853: “Attended at Dr. R. Lee’s church on Castle Hill, to hear him preach on 
prayer; a singularly rational discourse.” The services on science and religion were in November 1854 and 
December 1855. Robert Cox also praised Lee’s sermons (NLS MSS 7332/81-82), as did Sidney Smith 
(NLS MSS 7367/173).  On the dinners, see Boyd, Twenty-five Years of St. Andrews, 40-41. 
13 See many references in Boyd, Twenty-five Years of St. Andrews.  



 346 

Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh.14 Terrot joined St. Paul’s, York Street, in 

1833, and Chambers joined there at least by the time he returned from St. Andrews and 

possibly before. The services there were the closest thing to High Church Anglican that 

one could find in Scotland, and Terrot was made Bishop Primus of the Scottish 

Episcopalian Church in 1857.15 He was less critical of German philosophy than some of 

his colleagues.16 There were other things that Chambers would have found amenable in 

the congregation. Under Terrot’s lead the church operated schools and charities, 

including a mission church in Canongate.17 There are many indications that Terrot’s 

sermons stressed reason and practicality, and in a letter he said: 
I am convinced that clergymen ought not to be mere theologians—to know the Bible and 
to know human nature are the first points—but those who have to deal with the highly-
educated classes ought to be highly-educated men. Classics, mathematics, and logic, are 
very properly the basis; but there ought to be a top-dressing of the inductive sciences, and 
especially of politics, in Aristotle’s sense.18 
 

Terrot was also particularly critical of evangelical Presbyterians, and in verse moderately 

proclaimed: 
Flee bad example—follow Nature still,  
They do blaspheme who say she leads to ill; 
Avoid extremes—sin lies in them alone, 
And be to all your moderation known: 
Be pure, be kind, for piety is such; 
But, brethren, be not righteous over much!19  
 

Chambers frequently attended church services even when away on trips without his 

family, and was an active enough member of St. Paul’s that he sometimes took up the 

                                                
14 Robert was elected a member on Feb. 3rd, 1840, Terrot on Feb. 17th, 1840: Proceedings of the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh, Vol. 1(Dec 1832-May 1844). Terrot had competed in the Tripos at Cambridge but 
had scored very low—according to his friends because his mind was not disciplined enough for the rigor 
involved, but that the score did not reflect his giftedness in the subject: William Walker, Three Churchmen 
(Edinburgh: R. Grant & Son, 1893), 100-101.  
15 Walker, Three Churchmen, 115. 
16 Walker, Three Churchmen, 147-148.  
17 Walker, Three Churchmen, 129.  
18 Walker, Three Churchmen, 127-128.  
19 Charles Terrot, “Common Sense,” quoted in Walker, Three Churchmen, 138-139. 
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offering.20 While it is clear that Chambers did not ever shun the Church of Scotland and 

that he regularly attended services at mostly Episcopalian but also sometimes Church of 

Scotland churches, there is no reason to believe that he embraced the traditional 

theological doctrines preached at these institutions. There is substantial evidence in his 

private papers and his published work to conclude that Chambers was a theological 

maverick from at least his early manhood through his dying day. 

 

The Nature of God in Vestiges 

Chambers began his formal work on Vestiges in St. Andrews in 1842. Earlier in the year, 

Chambers’s daughter, Margaret, had died from scarlet fever when she was two and a half 

years old. Five months later, Chambers’s third son, William, died at only three weeks old. 

These deeply felt losses concurred with the steady decline and then death of Chambers’s 

mother, who had held the family together since his father’s bankruptcy and decline into 

drink and despondency. Such stressors probably contributed to a dark depression that 

Chambers characterized as ‘a disease’ of his mind. Chambers attributed his sensitiveness 

and irritability only to extreme overwork and the drudgery of mental labor required to 

produce the weekly Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, which he had written and edited for 

ten years. Chambers believed that his state of mind would be remedied only by a major 

change in his life circumstances.21 The emotional crisis that motivated Chambers to move 

to the golfing retreat of St. Andrews and seek release from the laborious duties of writing 

and publishing probably also prompted him to compose Vestiges. That he sought comfort 

in alternative religious meanings at this time of emotional affliction and turmoil is not at 

all surprising.  

 Chambers claimed in Explanations, his anonymous answer to the critics of 

Vestiges, that his main message, which had been “extensively misunderstood,” was: 
to show that the whole revelation of the works of God presented to our senses and reason 

                                                
20 NLS Dep. 341/30 Journal of RC, March 1850-April 1852: Tuesday 21 April: “Twice at chapel—in 
charge of offering at the door”; May 5: “At chapel in the forenoon”; Mar 9: “Consecration of Bishop Edin. 
at chapel. Heard him preach a very weak sermon in afternoon”; there are dozens of other mentions.  
21 NLS Dep. 341.82/30. 
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is a system based in what we are compelled, for want of a better term, to call LAW; by 
which, however, is not meant a system independent or exclusive of Deity, but one which 
only proposes a certain mode of his working.22  
 

It was the claim in traditional theology that God’s potential action was ‘arbitrary’ that 

Chambers most opposed—he wanted regularity, predictability, the secure feeling of 

knowing that someone reliable was in charge; all of nature was “brought about by the 

Divine will, acting in the manner of a fixed order or law, instead of any mode which we 

conceive of as more arbitrary.”23 Chambers imagined a God who was trustworthy and 

consistent and had arranged every contingency for the wellbeing of humanity as a 

whole—the opposite in many ways of the father who had let his family decline when 

Chambers was a boy.   

 As we have seen, Vestiges explicated a teleological plan revealed by the study of 

nature that provided the basis of the faith and morals presented in the cosmology, which 

Chambers saved for the latter part of the book once this foundation of a unified and 

orderly mode of operation had been established to his satisfaction. God’s Providence was 

evident in how He had slowly developed the earth and other planets to be perfect abodes 

for mankind’s existence. The light that was there solely to serve the destined and 

inevitable eyes that would surely come was there in particular for mankind’s eventual 

eyes.24 There was purpose, for the good of all, behind the whole history of nature. 

Chambers imagined that God’s Providence was a real and present part of the entire 

history of the natural world. Repeatedly, Chambers reminded his readers that his view of 

God’s mode of working exalted rather than degraded the image of the Creator. Chambers 

asserted that God’s foresight, continually supporting providence, and very existence were 

all reinforced and elevated by the idea of a preordained plan unfolding through secondary 

causes. There was a cost, however, to this exalted view of God’s mode of operation in 

nature—it prevented His intercession on behalf of anyone for any reason. 

                                                
22 Chambers, Explanations (1845), 3. 
23 Chambers, Explanations (1845), 5. 
24 Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: Churchill, 1844), 163. 
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 Instead of interceding, Chambers’s God had programmed it all from the start—an 

idea reminiscent of Predestination and perhaps the one relic of his Calvinist upbringing 

that Chambers maintained to the very end. A law that had the power to transform a 

species had to interrupt the normal flow of like producing like, and for evidence of just 

how such a law could operate he relied on Charles Babbage’s imagined calculating 

machine from his unofficial Ninth Bridgewater Treatise.25 This theoretical machine was 

conceptualized to be programmable to produce numbers in a series, but at a 

predetermined point what seemed an anomalous number might appear. This was no 

evidence the machine was malfunctioning, however, because it had been programmed 

with what amounts to an if-then clause—if the number reaches, say, 100,000, then the 

next number might be five ahead instead of one ahead, for instance.26 Chambers adopted 

this conception to explain the production of unlike from like as a preordained 

consequence established by God to occur when harmonious conditions arrived. While we 

might see this as merely an analogical model, and to a certain extent it was admittedly so, 

when taken in consort with the idealism inherent in the quinarian system, the impetus 

behind peopling the plurality of worlds, and the principle of unity underlying the entire 

Vestiges theory, we have to take the metaphysics supporting this analogy seriously.  

 It was certainly proposed with earnestness by its original expositor, Charles 

Babbage, who composed his Ninth Bridgewater in outrage over William Whewell’s self-

righteous claim that mechanical and deductive mathematical philosophers were poor 

guides to natural theology.27 Babbage was English, but he loved Scottish philosophy and 

                                                
25 Charles Babbage, The Ninth Bridgewater Treatise. A Fragment (London: John Murray, 1837). While 
Babbage titled the book this way, it had no association or affiliation with the Royal Society-managed and 
Bridgewater-funded treatises officially known by that name.  
26 Babbage’s own example involved a series of triangular numbers multiplied by10,000 appearing after one 
hundred million and one, but such large numbers seems to unnecessarily overcomplicate the issue, so I 
have simplified the illustration: see Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 36-37.  
27 For the opening quote of Charles Babbage, The Ninth Bridgewater Treatise. A Fragment (John Murray: 
London, 1837), Babbage chose: “We may thus, with the greatest propriety, deny to the mechanical 
philosophers and mathematicians of recent times any authority with regard to their views of the 
administration of the universe; we have no reason whatever to expect from their speculations any help, 
when we ascend to the first cause and supreme ruler of the universe. But we might perhaps go farther, and 
assert that they are in some respects less likely than men employed in other pursuits, to make any clear 
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mathematics so much that he named his son after Dugald Stewart, and studied 

extensively the works of William Hamilton and David Hume.28 Babbage argued that 

those who do not fully recognize that human knowledge is nothing but the study of God’s 

own laws: 
have represented the Deity as perpetually interfering, to alter for a time the laws he 
previously ordained; thus by implication denying him the possession of that foresight which 
is the highest attribute of omnipotence. Minds of this order, insensible of the existence of 
that combining and generalising faculty which gives to human intellect its greatest 
development…have ventured to represent the Creator of the universe as fettered by the same 
infirmities as those by which their own limited faculties are subjugated.29 
 

He presented the Analytical Engine analogy in his chapter “Argument in Favour of 

Design from the Changing of Laws in Natural Events.”30 Babbage, as would Chambers, 

maintained that this mode of working could only elevate the conception of God: “The 

larger the number of consequences resulting from any law, and the more they are 

foreseen, the greater the knowledge and intelligence we ascribe to the being by which it 

was ordained.”31 It is essential to see that this argument can only be seen as authentic in a 

world where the idea of accidental change, of the dynamics of random events, was simply 

inconceivable. The patterns that both Babbage and Chambers saw in nature ensured its 

design; the issue of contention was only over how that design was implemented. 

 Babbage was adamant that the standard for justification of religious claims had 

changed—what faith required in this new age of widespread knowledge among both the 

priests and the people was not what it had been in the days of ignorance. He opined that 

“facts and arguments are the basis of creeds, and convictions so arrived at are the more 

deeply seated, and the more enduring, because they are not the wild fancy of the passions 

                                                                                                                                            
advance towards such a subject of speculation”; from title page—quoted from William Whewell, 
Astronomy and General Physics Considered with Reference to Natural Theology (London: Pickering, 
1834), 334. 
28 Martin Campbell-Kelly, Introduction to Passages from the Life of a Philosopher, by Charles Babbage, 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994). 
29 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 24-25.  
30 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 30-49.  
31 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 31-32.  
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or of impulse, but the deliberate results of reason and reflection.”32 Such reason led to a 

conception of a designing God working out creation over time. Babbage was a passionate 

proponent of both the progress of the fossil record and the growth of human knowledge.33  

 Most importantly, Babbage argued that natural rather than revealed religion was the 

only firm foundation on which to erect a faith in God: “the truths of Natural Religion rest 

on foundations far stronger than those of any human testimony;…they are impressed in 

indelible characters, by almighty power, on every fragment of the material world.”34 

Babbage’s conceptions included the idea that the physical world was made fit due to 

God’s foreordained laws for the life forms that he would create, or that would 

“necessarily rise to existence, and as inevitably yield to decay.”35 Babbage’s Analytical 

Engine was a superior machine, because it could carry out its instructions without the 

need for operator intervention. As Martin Campbell-Kelly puts it, “In modern terms, 

Babbage saw God as the programmer of a divine algorithm.”36 The engine functioned by 

implementing general laws that could override other directives when conditions arose. 

Babbage argued that the less superintendence needed, the greater the skill of the 

designer.37  

 It is likely that however Chambers first learned about Babbage’s analogy, he 

would also have read Ada Lovelace’s article about it in Taylor’s Scientific Memoirs of 

1843.38 Lovelace discussed the Analytical Engine in aesthetic terms, and distinguished it 

explicitly from the mere arithmetical calculator that was Babbage’s Difference Engine:  
The distinctive characteristic of the Analytical Engine, and that which has rendered it 

                                                
32 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 26-27.  
33 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 47-49. 
34 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, xv. 
35 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 44-46. 
36 Campbell-Kelly, Introduction, 25. 
37 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 40-49.  
38 Ada Lovelace, “Notes by the Translator,” from “Sketch of the Analytical Engine invented by Charles 
Babbage Esq. By L. F. Menabrea of Turin, Officer of the Military Engineers,” in Richard Taylor, ed., 
Scientific Memoirs: Selected from the Transactions of Foreign Academies of Science and Learned 
Societies, and from Foreign Journals, Vol. 3 (London: 1843). Chambers cited several other articles that 
were published in this journal, indicating that he studied it with care. He checked out the 1842 volume from 
the St. Andrews Library, but he had plenty of means to obtain the 1843 volume elsewhere; see St. Andrews 
University Library Record. 



 352 

possible to endow mechanism with such extensive faculties as bid fair to make this 
engine the executive right hand of abstract algebra, is the introduction into it of the 
principle which Jacquard devised for regulating, by means of punched cards, the most 
complicated patterns in the fabrication of brocaded stuffs…. We may say most aptly that 
the Analytical Engine weaves algebraical patterns just as the Jacquard loom weaves 
flowers and leaves.39 
 

As Campbell-Kelly describes her treatment of Babbage’s Engine, “there is no question 

that Lovelace provided its soul.”40 A machine that can ‘weave algebraical patterns,’ that 

can respond in unexpected but still constrained and preordained ways, is a far remove 

from the watch of Paley’s Natural Theology.  

 Babbage’s conceived engine was merely a simplistic model suggestive of a certain 

mode of God’s working: 
To illustrate the distinction between a system to which the restoring hand of its contriver is 
applied, either frequently or at distant intervals, and one which had received at its first 
formation the impress of the will of its author, foreseeing the varied but yet necessary laws 
of its action, throughout the whole extent of its existence, we must have recourse to some 
machine, the produce of human skill.41 
 

The model was presented to provide a view, however foggy and incomplete, which might 

enable “a faint estimate of the magnitude of that lowest step in the chain of reasoning, 

which leads up to Nature’s God.”42 Babbage claimed that his own “views respecting the 

extent of the laws of Nature were greatly enlarged by considering it.”43 He even allowed 

that through an analogous means, although under laws whose operation was far more 

intricate than anything humans could contrive, God’s creative power summoned  “into 

existence all the variety of vegetable forms, as they become fitted to exist, by the 

successive adaptations of their parent earth.”44 Babbage’s model was therefore analogous 

to a truly emergent process, in which contingencies could be responded to through the 

operations built into the system from the start.  Both Babbage and Chambers saw the 

                                                
39 Lovelace, “Notes by the Translator,” 696. 
40 Campbell-Kelly, Introduction, 28. 
41 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 33.  
42 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 33. 
43 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 34.  
44 Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 44. 
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appearance of appropriate life forms to be in response to environmental changes, though 

still preordained.  

 Neither this image of God as programmer nor the image of God as director of the 

theater of creation, as Chambers so often analogized the Creator, is as distant from His 

own creation as God the watchmaker.45 A watch always does the same thing—but actors 

on a stage are vital, and sometimes even unpredictable and uncooperative, and interact 

directly with their environment. Babbage’s engine was able to change the laws in 

operation indefinitely as conditions (in this limited case, in response to the numbers it 

itself generated) progressed. Both the director and the programmer analogies are more 

flexible, more interactive, more reflexive, and more materially organic than a 

watchmaker God. Like Emerson’s Dial, “not as the dead face of a clock, hardly even 

such as the Gnomon in a garden, but rather such a Dial as is the Garden itself,” God had 

created nature to take an active part in its own creation, and that is how He remained ever 

present and immanent in its operations.46 Vestiges revealed God’s divine algorithm to 

make manifest his Creation as a living, breathing system that was in a process of dynamic 

and ongoing development.47 

 Like Babbage, Chambers imagined that this mode of God’s working represented 

the highest and most elevated conception of Deity possible. It has been presumed that 

Chambers destroyed every scrap of manuscript relating to Vestiges, but buried amongst 

the copious papers he did keep is one sheet that contains wording closely resembling 

some of that in Vestiges. This scrap, in Chambers’s own hand, explicates not his 

scientific and evolutionary views, but his conception of the mode of the Creator’s 

operations. The wording is not exactly the same as that in Vestiges, but it could well 

represent an early or even first draft of his main theological idea. Bound later in a large 

volume of completely unrelated material dating from the 1820s through the 1840s, the 
                                                
45 For one example of God as director, see Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 235. 
46 Emerson, “The Editors to the Reader,” 4.  
47 Babbage wrote that the Analytical Engine he was analogizing to God’s mode of working “must be 
susceptible of having embodied in its mechanical structure, that more general law of which all the observed 
laws were but isolated portions,—a law so complicated, that analysis itself, in its present state, can scarcely 
grasp the whole question” (Babbage, Ninth Bridgewater, 40). 
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sheet is torn in half with only the tantalizing phrase ‘& the sciences for the’ remaining on 

the bottom section.48 The top portion, however, is a fascinating iteration of the religious 

ideas in the Vestiges text. In its entirety, it reads:  
The unenlightened mind finds a ready mode of accounting for all natural phenomena by 
attributing them to the direct operation of the unseen and uncreate [sic] Power. But when 
arrived at knowledge and reflection, the same mind in time begins to perceive that, 
though all must still be ascribed to the great author of nature, the direct agents of bringing 
about of phenomena are certain invariable laws of His ordaining. It is seen that he is not 
the immediate artificer, but the supreme director—not the operative, but the Master. The 
first notion, it is obvious, is a mean one, suitable to the character of an ignorant mind, all 
of whose ideas must needs be of a low cast. The second is, on the contrary, an exalted 
idea. It raises the Deity into a position far above what any ordinary mind can suppose him 
to occupy, and of course must render the adorations of him who entertains it infinitely 
more worthy of the Being to whom these adorations are paid.49  
 

Within this passage, the reference to evolutionary views is only implicit—but the 

theological position is as clear as he stated it in Vestiges itself. If this is a scrap relating 

directly to the Vestiges text, the reasons Chambers did not destroy it could be many. It 

would perhaps be a relatively safe piece to hold onto, but so would any number of the 

purely materialistic passages. None of these, however, would be unique in Chambers’s 

writings as representative of the main theme of Vestiges for its author. The fact that 

Chambers chose to hold onto this representative passage, whether it is his own original 

idea or whether it relates directly to Vestiges or not, suggests that it might have held some 

especial meaning for him. Indeed, these words epitomize the significance behind his 

                                                
48 NLS Acc 13178 Vol 2 No. 30. This volume is largely related to Traditions of Edinburgh or some of 
Chambers’s other historical works, but includes the manuscripts of several Journal articles from the 1830s 
and 1840s and letters dating from the 1820s to the early 1840s. The page in question has no marks that 
would help to date it, and we have no indication of who originally bound it in this volume or for what 
reasons it ended up just here.  
49 NLS Acc 13178 Vol 2 No. 30. The wording in Vestiges that most closely resembles this passage is found 
in the first extended discussion of God’s role in nature in the chapter “General Considerations Respecting 
the Origin of the Animated Tribes”: “To a reasonable mind the Divine attributes must appear, not 
diminished or reduced in any way, by supposing a creation by law, but infinitely exalted. It is the narrowest 
of all views of the Deity, and characteristic of a humble class of intellects, to suppose him acting constantly 
in particular ways for particular occasions. It, for one thing, greatly detracts from his foresight, the most 
undeniable of all attributes of Omnipotence. It lowers him toward the level of our own humble intellects. 
Much more worthy of him it surely is, to suppose that all things have been commissioned by him from the 
first, though neither is he absent from a particle of the current of natural affairs in one sense, seeing that the 
whole system is continually supported by his providence”; Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 156-157. 
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greatest cosmological work. 

 

Reflections of the Face of God 

One aspect of Vestiges that had particularly disturbing theological implications was that 

its author explicitly rejected the idea that the human mind was qualitatively rather than 

quantitatively different from that of any other animal: 
There is, in reality, nothing to prevent our regarding man as specially endowed with an 
immortal spirit, at the same time that his ordinary mental manifestations are looked upon 
as simple phenomena resulting from organization, those of the lower animals being 
phenomena absolutely the same in character, though developed within much narrower 
limits.50  
 

The human mind just had a broader range and more capability—but instinct and mind 

were two names for the same phenomena. The human being in Vestiges was merely an 

immortal animal with highly refined capabilities. There were deep Scottish roots to such 

ideas about the human mind. In 1785, William Smellie read a paper to the Royal Society 

of Edinburgh concerning instinct in animals and reason in man. He argued that trying to 

distinguish instinct from rationality had caused many of the difficulties in assessing the 

human mind—since no such distinction exists and “the reasoning faculty itself is a 

necessary result of instinct.”51 Smellie maintained “that instinct is an original quality of 

mind, which, in man, as well as in other animals, may be improved, modified, and 

extended, by experience.”52  

 Ideas such as this had been frequently debated in Edinburgh for decades, and 

phrenology played a key role in those discussions in Chambers’s time. Citing Joseph 

Gall—but never George Combe, his good friend and the leading light of Scottish 

phrenology—Chambers insisted that the faculties of the mind were physically located in 

different areas of the material brain.53 Chambers went further to claim that “the absolute 

                                                
50 Chambers, Vestiges  (1844), 326. 
51 William Smellie, “Essay on Instinct,” Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Vol. 1 
(Edinburgh: Royal Society of Edinburgh, 1788), 39-45, quote on 40.  
52 Smellie, “Essay on Instinct,” 43. 
53 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 341. 
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identity of the brain with a galvanic battery” had already been demonstrated and that free 

will was “nothing more than vicissitude in the supremacy of the faculties over each 

other.”54 Even more than that, this human mind was not even as peculiar and 

unpredictable as most theories then current had claimed. Chambers introduced Adolphe 

Quetelet’s social statistics and some actuarial work from the British Life Assurance 

movement to reduce the seeming aberrancy and irregularity of the individual mind to a 

data point in a statistical regularity: “Man is now seen to be an enigma only as an 

individual; in the mass he is a mathematical problem.”55 While Chambers still honored 

this individuality, his critics often focused on the coldness of equating human society to a 

numbers game. But Chambers claimed that this contraction of the moral into the 

deterministic made God’s plan that much more majestic.56 That God could design and 

sustain as glorious a thing as the human mind to flow out of the simple organic 

substances that constitute the brain was “reflective of the unutterable depths of that 

Power” which had so formed it.57  

 Citing Thomas Hope’s An Essay on the Origin and Prospects of Man, Chambers 

argued that the mind’s function being a result of matter could easily be reconciled with 

the idea of immortality. Hope insisted that the soul would not be destroyed by the 

decomposition of the material brain at death—because the mind could be reborn later in 

even more glory. The mind was not itself material, but it was as much of material and 

natural origin as any other part of man, and Hope argued that death and the 

accompanying material dissolution of what allowed the mind to function was not a 

permanent condition: 
Is the temporary reverting of the mind, and of the sense out of which that mind 
developes, to their original component elements, a reason for thinking that they cannot 
again at another later period and in another higher globe, be again recombined, and with 
more splendour than before? The New Testament…promises us a mind like the present, 
founded on time and space; and since it is, like the present, to hold a certain situation in 
time, and a certain locality in space. But…a mind composed of elements of matter more 

                                                
54 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 334-336; 349. 
55 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 331. 
56 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 332.  
57 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 332. 
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extended, more perfect, and more glorious: a mind which, formed of materials supplied 
by different globes, is consequently able to see farther into the past, and to think farther 
into the future, than any mind here existing.58  
 

Chambers maintained that some evidence for the truth of religion, though limited, could 

be found in the innate faculties of veneration, hope, and reason. “The face of God,” he 

wrote, “is reflected in the organization of man, as a little pool reflects the glorious sun.”59 

 

The Natural Theodicy of Vestiges 

In keeping with his project to propound a consistent, simple, and unified conception 

regarding the mode of God’s working, Chambers concluded his ‘opus’ by taking up the 

question of evil. By expanding his readers’ vision to a panoramic view of the whole of 

creation, Chambers made evil a necessary but unintended side effect of God’s Providence 

operating through natural law. In this, he followed point by point the theodicy presented 

by Combe’s hugely successful The Constitution of Man Considered in Relation to 

External Objects, though again he did not credit Combe for the ideas.60 The goodness of 

the order, regularity, and harmony of the whole system resulted in occasional indirect 

consequences and exceptions. By leaving moral choices within an “indefinite range of 

action,” for instance, God allowed that some reprehensible behavior could result even as 

the overall good of the majority was increased by the freedom provided.61  

  All of the evils of the world could be explained in this indirect manner. While the 

winds were generally good, the laws under which they operated occasionally produced a 

destructive hurricane. While the law of gravity produced the stability of the universe, an 

essential good, it also resulted in crippling falls of innocent children. War resulted from 

the misappropriation of innate gifts from God that made man what he was: “Man would 

                                                
58 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 327n-328n, quoting Thomas Hope, An Essay on the Origins and Prospects 
of Man, Vol. II (London: John Murray, 1831), 243-246. This note was one of the longer and more extensive 
full quotations in the book.  
59 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 348.  
60 Many editions were published, including one by the firm of W. and R. Chambers in 1836. Readily 
accessible on Google Books is this fourth edition: George Combe, The Constitution of Man Considered in 
Relation to External Objects (Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1836).  
61 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 357.  



 358 

be a tame, indolent, unserviceable being without them, and his fate would be 

starvation.”62 The physical passions, too, God gave mankind for the greater goods of both 

pleasure and procreation, and the sublime happiness each of these provided was on 

balance far greater than the miseries resulting from their misuse, such as jealousy and 

starvation due to overpopulation—“every ill that can be traced to it is but as dust in the 

balance.”63 Finally, man’s very vulnerability—to disease, to fear, to hurt feelings, to 

grief—was but the necessary yet unintended result of his freedom of action, his 

sensitivity, and the overall harmony of the system. Evil resulted from the inevitable side 

effects of the very regularity of natural law, and was never a direct punishment meted out 

by an angry or vindictive God. This was Chambers’s theodicy—this was how he made 

sense of the tragic bankruptcy of his father, and the much more recent and tragic death of 

his innocent daughter Maggie and his newborn son William. There were no appeals, no 

miracles, for God would never interfere with what he had once established for the greater 

good. One almost hears Pangloss intoning in the background—here was the best of all 

possible worlds. 

 Science was the key to the proper understanding of both nature’s laws and their 

Governor. Nature was reliable, trustworthy, often predictable, because it emanated from 

the will of a reliable and trustworthy God. The theodicy of Vestiges was a natural 

theodicy, so in keeping with that spirit, moral laws and physical laws were conceived to 

operate entirely independently—the unity being only in the idea that they were both 

under the higher order of consistency. Although the moral laws could indeed serve man 

well in the consideration of physical limits, the moral could have no direct effect upon the 

physical. If, as many mid-nineteenth-century divines and popular belief both held at the 

time, the operation of physical laws was directly answerable to or influenced by moral 

laws, “there could be no certain dependence placed upon them (i.e., physical laws).”64 In 

what was one of the most disturbing though not at all original elements of his entire 
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treatise, Chambers argued that a good man was as likely to die in an unfortunate accident 

as a bad man. The world was not set up for the intervention of special Providence: 
[T]he Great Ruler of Nature does not act on such principles. He has established laws for 
the operation of inanimate matter, which are quite unswerving, so that when we know 
them, we have only to act in a certain way with respect to them, in order to obtain all the 
benefits and avoid all the evils connected with them. He has likewise established moral 
laws in our nature, which are equally unswerving, (allowing for their wider range of 
action,) and from obedience to which unfailing good is to be derived. But the two sets of 
laws are independent of each other. Obedience to each gives only its own proper 
advantage, not the advantage proper to the other.65 
 

In Chambers’s theology of nature, in fact, “[t]he system has the fairness of a lottery,” and 

individuals were left to fight their own way through the unbending physical realities 

surrounding them.66  

 The God that Chambers imagined, with His ordained, rigid, unyielding natural 

law, shared many characteristics with the Deity imagined by Scotch Calvinists. But 

Chambers’s was not a world in which man was powerless—indeed, the very regularity of 

natural law was what gave people a fighting chance. Along with the freedom to abuse His 

ordained laws, which would surely result in increased suffering, the Almighty also 

granted man the ability to study the order of nature to reduce such evils. Man had within 

him the power to increase enjoyment, which Chambers suggested was one of the main 

goals of all life. Chambers seemed to intimate that it was man’s moral nature that was 

made in the image of God, and so any one individual’s happiness was dependent to some 

degree on the happiness of his family, his community, and the wider world. Chambers 

was explicit that the way to commune with, obey, and even worship the Creator was to 

learn and respect his ordained laws. Because God instigated these laws Himself, 

Chambers demanded that “Obedience is not selfishness, which it would otherwise be—it 

is worship.”67  

                                                
65 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 376. 
66 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 377. 
67 Chambers, Vestiges (1844), 382. While there was a degree of the calculus of Bentham in this, it was in 
no way a thorough-going utilitarianism that Chambers promoted. Bentham’s calculus was purely secular, 
for one thing, and Chambers would never have put a stranger’s interest ahead of his family. The Golden 
Rule was his guide—not sociological metrics.   
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 In addition, Chambers did not suggest, even in his first edition of Vestiges, that 

the Providence of natural law produced a cruel, cold, or heartless world. On the contrary, 

God had provided succor and comfort in light of His iron rule through the innate human 

sentiments of sympathy, benevolence, and altruism. Referencing his own paraphrase of 

the Golden Rule—“we must therefore both do to others only as we would have others do 

to us, and endeavor to promote their happiness as well as our own”—Chambers wrote, 

“These are words which God speaks to us as truly through his works, as if we heard them 

uttered in his own voice from heaven.”68 Finally, Chambers assured his readers that this 

world was not all there was to existence. He asserted that, “it is necessary to suppose that 

the present system is but a part of a whole, a stage in a Great Progress, and that the 

Redress is in reserve.”69 To soothe the shaken sensibilities of those who had accompanied 

him to the end of his treatise, he promised that this world, this ‘theatre of existence,’ 

hardly appeases even man’s imagination, so it could certainly never satisfy the genius of 

the Almighty director. Chambers concluded the body of his ‘opus’ with the words, 

“Thinking of all the contingencies of this world as to be in time melted into or lost in the 

greater system, to which the present is only subsidiary, let us wait the end with patience, 

and be of good cheer.”70  

 

 ‘Far-Yont’—Friends and Kindred Spirits 

Before assuming, as many contemporaries did and as a few modern historians have, that 

the stoic content of Vestiges was so devoid of comfort and hope for a supernatural 

deliverance from mankind’s miseries and constraints that the religious rhetoric was 

merely a ploy, we should expand our view to other sources and consider the conditions 

out of which Vestiges originated. Chambers was certainly not alone in realizing that what 

had been the established churches’ territory in dictating ultimate truth was being usurped 

by others. New discoveries in geology concerning the processes of land formations, mass 
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extinctions, and a progressive fossil record had thoroughly undermined the Biblical 

timeline, though many were still seeking clues to reconcile the general chronology. 

Discoveries in comparative anatomy and brain physiology and the ability to synthesize 

organic molecules called into question metaphysical mainstays concerning the nature of 

life and the mind of man. Social statistics, Chartism, and socialism were challenging 

many theological presumptions concerning the management of society. The Disruption of 

1843 in Scotland, the Oxford Movement in England, transcendentalism, dissension, and 

higher Biblical criticism were additional challenges that took aim directly at established 

Protestant doctrines during the 1830s and 1840s. By the 1850s and 1860s, metaphysical 

ideas from Germany were being combined with Scottish Enlightenment philosophy to 

spawn British Idealism, and Darwinian evolution, overt atheism from leading figures in 

literature and science, and spiritualism had all joined the fray. These were only a few of 

the provocations, and it is no wonder that this was a time of ferment and agitation in 

theological conceptions throughout the British Isles. The established churches were 

steadily losing their hold over the religious imagination of the Victorian mind during this 

period, and alternatives were increasing in both force and numbers. Mid-century 

Victorians were managing such challenges to orthodoxy in a variety of creative ways. 

 While archival sources for Chambers’s private religious beliefs before and during 

the original composition of Vestiges are sparse, evidence is more plentiful concerning his 

faith for the two decades following the publication of the First Edition, during which 

Chambers released ten more editions and never rejected the religious tenets in his most 

cherished book. Chambers’s social life revolved around an intimate circle populated by 

some very intriguing theological perspectives. One of his closest friends, Alexander 

Ireland, who acted as mediator between Chambers and his publisher through every 

edition, was an enthusiastic follower of Ralph Waldo Emerson and arranged for the 

Concord Sage’s British tour in 1847-48. Ireland had met Emerson when the American 

passed through Scotland on a sojourn to meet Carlyle in the summer of 1833. Emerson 

had been sent over to meet Ireland by John Gairdner, a physician in Edinburgh to whom 

Emerson had a letter of introduction, who was too busy to bother with him when he 
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arrived.71 Ireland went to Emerson’s Sunday sermon and was very impressed. They spent 

a few days together exploring Edinburgh and became lifelong correspondents. Ireland 

imported The Dial to England, and certainly would have read all of Emerson’s published 

essays. Chambers wrote to Ireland just before Emerson’s visit to Edinburgh in 1848 that 

he was excited because he felt “a great interest in the man.”72 Chambers also closed some 

of his letters to Ireland with variations of “Always yours transcendentally” and 

“Transcendently yours.”73 In Edinburgh, Emerson visited with Chambers, and stayed 

with Samuel Brown, the very religious Scottish alchemist, who, as we have seen, was 

another close friend of Chambers. During his stay in Edinburgh, Emerson also visited 

with Catherine Crowe, one of the most colorful and socially well-connected of 

Chambers’s close friends. A ghost story written by Chambers was included in Crowe’s 

1848 collection, The Night Side of Nature, and over the years she contributed several 

stories to Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal.74 Crowe’s home, which was very close to that 

of the Chambers family, was the scene of frequent Sunday mesmerism and spiritualist 

séances that Chambers attended in the early 1850s. Such meetings often included the 

fervent mesmerist and professor of chemistry at the University of Edinburgh, William 

Gregory, as well as Dr. James Young Simpson, one of the pioneers of modern 

anesthesia.75 Crowe, Brown, and Ireland were all active proponents of Emersonian ideas 

about natural religion. Chambers referred to Emerson as one of several ‘far-yont men,’ 

also including William Benjamin Carpenter, George Dawson, and John Daniel Morell, 

who conceived of religion in novel and regenerative ways.76  

                                                
71 Richard Garnett, “Ireland, Alexander (1810–1894),” rev. M. Clare Loughlin-Chow, Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).  
72 NLS Dep. 341/112/5: Robert Chambers to Alexander Ireland, January 1848.  
73 NLS Dep. 341/110/159-160; NLS Dep. 341/110/88; NLS Dep. 341/110/189-190; NLS Dep. 
341/110/167-168.  
74 See note 31 in Chapter IV, “Romanticism in Scottish Literature and in Vestiges,” for more on this story.   
75 NLS Dep. 341/30, NLS Sep. 341/32, and NLS Dep. 341/33—all journals Chambers kept during the 
1850s—for many references to the séances they attended.  
76 ‘Yont’ is related in signification to ‘yonder.’ According to Jamieson’s Dictionary, ‘yont’ meant 
‘beyond’; but ‘far yont’ was a “phrase applied to one who is supposed to be in very bad health,” which does 
not apply to Chambers’s usage: see John Jamieson and John Johnstone, Jamieson’s Dictionary of the 
Scottish Language: In which the Words are Explained in Their Different Senses (Edinburgh: William Tait, 
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 George Dawson was a very charismatic religious leader who offered alternative 

theological views during the 1840s through the 1870s. His followers established the non-

denominational Church of the Savior in Birmingham in 1847. Chambers wrote to Ireland 

that Dawson’s opening address for the new congregation “deeply stirred” him.77 Dawson 

preached that the Church should respond to the times and minister to the needs of the 

people it served—religion obligated social action, but he insisted that the truths of 

religion were constant and universal. Dawson’s sentiment reflects the views Chambers 

expressed about the difference between the genuine spirit of religion and dogmas and 

doctrines of sects that ignored, or worse, eclipsed important truths. Perhaps alluding to 

Carlyle, Dawson preached that, “Religion is a great immutable thing; the Church is the 

means of applying it to mutable men…. Religion needs to be clothed. Everything with 

which we have to do must appear in an outward garb. In everything ‘the Word’ must 

‘become flesh.’”78 This focus on the ‘word’ as ‘flesh’, as material, as empirically 

accessible, presented to a Victorian community at a time and place of rapidly developing 

and evolving scientific ideas suggests a deeper, fundamental theological worldview with 

serious implications for interpreting ultimate Truth. Chambers believed that Truth had to 

                                                                                                                                            
1846), 773. While our colloquial ‘far out’ has some merit, I believe the best definition for how Chambers 
used the term ‘far-yont’ is ‘visionary’; I have found it published with this connotation: “Now all this was 
overheard by Annie, who, we may here seize the opportunity of saying, was, in addition to being a sensitive 
creature, one of those precocious little philosophers thinly spread in the female world, and made what they 
are often by delicate health, which reduces them to a habit of thinking much before their time. Not that she 
wanted the vivacity of her age, but that it was tempered by periods of serious musing, when all kinds of 
what the Scotch call ‘auld farrant’ (far yont) thoughts come to be where they should not be, the 
consequence being a weird-like kind of wisdom, very like that of the aged; so the effect on a creature so 
constituted was just equal to the cause” (John Mackay Wilson, Wilson’s Tales of the Borders, and of 
Scotland, ed. A. Leighton (Edinburgh: William P. Nimmo, 1863), 156-157). For some of the similarities 
between Emerson’s and Chambers’s ideas, see Laura Dassow Walls, Emerson’s Life in Science: The 
Culture of Truth (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003); and William Rossi, “Emerson, nature, and 
Natural Science,” in A Historical Guide to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Joel Myerson (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 101-150. For variations of the ‘yont’ phrase, see NLS Dep. 341/110/32-33, NLS 
Dep. 341/110/56-57, NLS Dep. 341/110/58, and NLS Dep. 341/112/5-6; Chambers used these terms in 
letters to Alexander Ireland from 1844 to 1848. I had previously mistakenly transcribed this term as “far-
yout,” and published it as such; see Smith, “The Theology of Materialism,” 79-80.  
77 NLS Dep. 341/112/5. 
78 George Dawson, Sermons on Disputed Points and Special Occasions, 3rd ed. (London: C. Kegan Paul & 
Co., 1878), 3. The first sermon in the book is the one Chambers was referencing, “The Demands of the Age 
Upon the Church,” 1-48. 
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be open and exposed. ‘Where there is light, there will be eyes,’ eyes that see what is 

actually there, under the changing vestments of church traditions.  

 Dawson’s main concern in his opening address was with the shape and outward 

appearances of a church that could minister to a rapidly changing Victorian world. The 

church had to meet people where they were. First and foremost, Dawson advocated that 

the “Church should in nowise whatsoever limit, hinder, or make difficult, full 

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT.”79 Especially in times when truth seemed in play, only 

through the exercise of free thought would mankind ever reach a state of agreement 

again—this time “the enlightened uniformity of sages” rather than the “dull uniformity of 

ignorant men.”80 The times called for a new wholeness:  
The heart of this modern age is sighing for oneness of spirit, for reconcilement and 
unity. Men of science are lifting up their prayer that the hostile distinctions between 
mind and matter, distinctions which degrade now spirit, now matter, may cease; that 
those weary philosophical battles between materialism and spiritualism, between 
material science and metaphysics, may be at an end. We see a struggling towards 
unity in the effort to connect and unite the sciences with religion. The great wish of 
thoughtful minds is to show how everything coming forth from One, tends again to 
unity, strives to complete the circle; and that this world, with its multiform 
phenomena, and varied colours and forms, is but one great thought, spoken by One 
great God, ‘in whom there is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.’81  
 

Such words would have stirred Chambers because they were like emanations from his 

own heart—he had written almost the same thoughts in the conclusion of Vestiges. 

 Dawson welcomed doubters into his fold. “We want a Church in which it shall 

not be dishonourable to doubt; for doubting is evidence of thought, of desire, of 

earnestness. We want a Church modelled after Jesus Christ’s manner, when his 

materialist disciple Thomas refused to believe except he could touch and handle.”82 

Dawson condemned sects that expected unquestioning devotion in a world where so 

much received wisdom had been thrown into disarray. The only resolution for the 

cognitive dissonance that new knowledge was creating was further knowledge, and 
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seeking new answers for new questions was not disloyalty but devotion. “The peculiarity 

of the matter is this,” Dawson argued, “that the free-thinkers of to-day are devout men…. 

The free-thinkers now are religious. The men who are most for the reform of the Church 

are in the Church now.”83 Chambers never abandoned the Church—he supported it, 

served it, and sought to reform it through his anonymous work. Chambers certainly 

would have agreed with Dawson’s demand that, “Our great duty is not to preach the 

peculiarity of any sect, but the common quantity of the whole…to submit them all to the 

divine alchemy of spirit and love, and out of their differences extract their common 

quantity.”84 As in politics so also in religion Chambers rejected doctrine in favor of 

underlying principles.  

 While the theological views of Dawson and Emerson shared much with those of 

Chambers, his ideas are closest in most cases to those of the phrenologist, George 

Combe. The Chamberses were frequent visitors in Combe’s home and close friends with 

several of his family members. Combe’s nephew and longtime personal assistant, Robert 

Cox, was one of Chambers’s longest held and most intimate associates, and one of the 

very few whom he trusted with his greatest secret—the authorship of Vestiges.85 Combe’s 

hugely popular The Constitution of Man has been characterized accurately by John van 

Wyhe as an “alternative to Christianity,” which is a quite different thing from an 

alternative to religion.86 Combe, like Chambers, was accused of using his religious ideas 

strategically, but offering an “alternative to Christianity,” especially in the strict religious 

climate of 1830s and 1840s Edinburgh, would only appeal to a select group and make 

those thereby threatened even angrier—if a strategic move, it was a bold and dangerous 

one. Regardless of the motivation behind Combe’s rhetoric, one of the intentions of The 
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Constitution was to persuade people to imagine a new kind of God revealed through a 

different type of revelation—unmediated nature itself—and there is plenty of evidence 

that Combe was a deeply religious man who believed in the same mode of God’s action 

that Chambers presented. Combe had spelled out some of the main theological ideas 

found in Vestiges almost two decades before its release, and both he and Chambers saw 

in the structure and order of the world unimpeachable proof of a designing and 

providential God.  

 Chambers did not agree completely with Combe, however, on the particulars of 

every point. Chambers made emendations to almost every edition of Vestiges that he 

released, and just a few months after the initial publication he added a striking passage to 

the Third Edition that gave quarter to man’s instinctive need for God as a personal 

presence. Acknowledging, as he had argued formerly, that the invariable rule of natural 

law was supported by observations from nature, Chambers qualified: “It may be a view 

of truth, but there is a monitor within which denies it is the whole truth. We intuitively 

shrink from it in its isolated sternness…. Such instinctive apprehensions cannot be there 

for nothing, for no such thing is made in vain.”87 This transcendentalist view that innate 

ideas also could be a source for truth conflicted to some degree with Combe’s thought, 

but is entirely consistent with views Chambers continued to espouse in later years. In an 

undated letter to Alexander Ireland almost certainly referring to this added section, 

Chambers wrote: “Jokum [a code name for George Combe] is disturbed by the new 

passage near the end…. He thinks it gives in to the other party too much; but then he is 

too materialistic. I still believe the views in that passage to be nearer the truth than 

Jokum’s; but perhaps it is stated a little too strongly.”88 While attacks from critics 

certainly influenced some of his revisions in his later editions, Chambers probably 

removed this passage from later editions to appease Combe, an ally, and there is no 

reason to think he had placed it there in the first instance to satisfy anything but his own 

conscience.  
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 Still, Combe and Chambers shared much; so examining Combe’s personal beliefs 

offers a suggestive view into Chambers’s own heart. George Gibbon, Combe’s 

biographer, summed up his subject’s most fundamental belief in 1878: “The principle 

which guided him through life was this: that there is a direct Divine moral government of 

the world; that the government is one of benevolence, and that its laws are plainly written 

in Nature for the direction of man. Phrenology led him to these convictions, and they 

formed the stand-point from which he viewed all the affairs of the world.”89 Combe 

published numerous works concerning science and religion, and he kept extensive 

journals that repeatedly demonstrate his religious concerns. One of the most revealing 

scenes portrayed in Combe’s journals for our purposes is also the earliest reference in his 

diaries to Vestiges. Combe, who did not know with certainty who the author of Vestiges 

was, had read the book almost as soon as it appeared. Vestiges impressed him deeply and 

he recommended it to several of his correspondents. In his journals, however, he first 

mentioned it in March 1845, three or four months after he read it, when he was recording 

the scene of what he thought were the dying moments of his brother, Dr. Andrew Combe. 

While Andrew did not actually die until two years later, a tubercular crisis in the late 

winter of 1845 brought his family to his bedside to make their peace with his anticipated 

passing. George Combe recorded what he believed would be some of the final words and 

thoughts of his brother—a summation of both of their views about science and religion: 

‘I wish it to be mentioned, said he, that I consider the laws of nature as the will of 
God; Science is religion; its truths are divine Precepts; and men may greatly improve 
their happiness by becoming acquainted with them & acting in conformity with 
them: Medical practitioners will add to their own comfort and benefit their patients, 
if they will study the intentions of the Creator as embodied & expressed in the 
animal economy, and carry out his objects. They will by this means prevent a great 
deal of suffering, and remove, or relieve much which they may not have been able to 
prevent.’ I reminded him of the expressions of the author of the ‘Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation’ that in this view of the natural laws ‘Obedience is 
worship’—‘Yes, he responded, it is shewing our respect for ‘the Creator.’90  
 

The remaining exchange is more personal, but this scene reveals the deep faith that both 
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George and Andrew Combe had in a world where God’s Providence was expressed 

through natural law, and how Vestiges was brought in as a supporting devotional text at 

this poignant moment. Every indication points to the fact that Chambers shared these 

views, and the sentiment associated with them.  

 

After Vestiges: Coping with the ‘Grand Problem of our Age.’91 

Chambers worked diligently on the Tenth Edition of Vestiges in 1852 and 1853, at 

precisely the same time that his religious views appear to take what may seem on the 

surface like an oblique turn; but careful analysis reveals a unity and consistency running 

through his beliefs. Chambers became increasingly interested in explicitly spiritual issues 

during the early 1850s. The penultimate edition of Vestiges published during Chambers’s 

lifetime put God for the first time at front and center stage, opening with an 

autobiographical (though still anonymous) preface that included an elaborate defense of 

the religious motives of the book.92 In the midst of working on the final revisions for this 

elaborate Tenth Edition, Chambers also wrote a “catechism of natural religion” for the 

private use of his children.93 And it was also during this same period that Chambers 

began his journey into spiritualism, attending séances and writing a few pieces in his 

Journal on issues such as ‘Table-turning’ and ‘Rapping.’ Séance phenomena offered 

Chambers the potential of empirical proof for some of his cherished beliefs, and he saw 

the real presence of spiritual entities as a way to reconcile some of the seeming 

inconsistencies critics had articulated between his materialist developmental and 

psychological theories and his religious ideals. The reactions Chambers had to the séance 

phenomena from the start indicate that even before he did believe, he very much wanted 

to believe. Every indication points to the probability that Chambers considered all of 

these endeavors during this period as mutually related and compatible with his true 

beliefs.  

                                                
91 NLS Dep. 341/75. 
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 A manuscript of “A Catechism” of natural religion remains in the Special 

Collections at St. Andrews University, in the town where Chambers lived in his final 

years.94 While this ‘Catechism’ is not in Chambers’s own hand, the ideas in it are 

attributed to him by two sources. First, the inscription on the opening page reads, “This 

Catechism was written by my dear father Robert Chambers for the use of his children. 

1845.50 Edinburgh.”95 Second, Chambers’s brother, William Chambers, very selectively 

quoted from it in his memoir of Robert, saying that Robert was working on it on his 

deathbed.96 There is no indication for the date given on the extant ‘Catechism’ 

manuscript other than the inscription, which was added around two decades later and was 

more likely a mistake made by one of Chambers’s younger daughters than an accurate 

record of the timing of the composition.97 The only contemporary archival evidence for 

the existence of such a manuscript dates it to 1853.98 The first question in the 

Westminster Shorter Catechism is “What is the chief end of man?” and the answer, “to 

glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” Chambers saw the chief end of man as to learn 

and follow natural laws in order to increase his own and others’ enjoyment of both God 

and his creation. With the catechism, Chambers was offering an alternative to the 

traditional religious indoctrination he had suffered in his youth. 

 Chambers presented several of the key theological points from Vestiges in a 

question and answer format that mirrored the Shorter Catechism on which he was raised. 

Chambers catechized that human beings owed their existence “To God, the Author of the 

Universe” because “[t]he things of the universe could not have made themselves: they 
                                                
94 St. Andrews Special Collections MS 9184.C5. Robert Crawford discusses this manuscript briefly, and 
argues, as I do here, that “it confirms the idea that the author of Vestiges was not a person who had 
abandoned religious faith, but rather someone who sought to combine it with scientific thinking”: 
Crawford, The Beginning and End of the World, 131-133, quote on 131.  
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97 The paper it is written on is watermarked “A. Pririe & Sons 1871.”  
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5-6: Oct. 21 1853: “Commenced transcribing into a devotional volume.” Nov. 2, 1853: “This evening 
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are interspersed with references to his working on proofs of the new edition of Vestiges.  
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must have been made by some Being beyond and superior to themselves, and this Being I 

call God.” Chambers imagined this God to be “a Being of infinite Power, Wisdom, and 

Benevolence; his power from the vastness of the universe, his Wisdom from its admirable 

arrangements, and his Benevolence from the enjoyment which, as far as we can see, is 

every where an essential accompaniment of sentient life.” As in Vestiges, Chambers 

described the universe as consisting of  “a multitude of bodies, calculated, like our own 

globe, to be theatres of existence for distant beings.” This entire universe and all these 

worlds and beings Chambers insisted were “ruled and conducted” by God because a 

“divine government” was as essential as an initial creator. Chambers imagined this 

government to be “characterized by its perfect orderliness. All the parts of the universe 

are in fixed relations to each other, and all the operations by which they affect each other 

observe a sequence which is invariable.”99 Chambers asserted that this government was 

often called by the names of ‘Nature’ and ‘Laws of Nature,’ just as in Vestiges. In 

addition, like in Vestiges, human beings were a part of nature and followed nature’s laws 

as much as everything else in the universe.  

 God’s intended purpose for His creation, Chambers stated, was unreachable to us, 

but it was at least in part for the enjoyment of the creatures of His creation. The theodicy 

in the ‘Catechism’ does not differ significantly from that in Vestiges—evil was: 
an unavoidable accompaniment of a system involving so much good. Evil often 
produces good indirectly, by stimulating us to the activity in which lies one of our 
chief blessings, only calling us to consciousness of our subjection as the creatures of 
God. Thus I do not feel that we are entitled to complain of evil or to reflect 
ungraciously upon God, as if he had directly created it for our affliction…. Death is 
conveniently to be regarded as essential of the system which we believe to be on the 
whole good. The organization in which we find so much enjoyment, appears 
necessarily perishable. A renewal of beings in generations was therefore 
indispensable. Hence came Death; which, after all, is not felt as a great hardship, 
when it takes place according to the general rule, at the close of a life prolonged to 
its full term.100  
 

Man’s destiny, Chambers insisted, was two-fold, both secular and religious, and there 
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were specific faculties for both the “present sphere of existence” and for the relationship 

“to God and a future state of existence.”101  

 Chambers maintained, as in Vestiges, that Man differed from animals only in his 

‘indefinite’ improvability, his higher degree of intellectual faculties, his moral nature, and 

his immortal soul. The evidence for this soul, Chambers admitted, was purely internal, 

but that in no way weakened its warrant:  
The assurance seems a part of our consciousness…. Perhaps it is the highest and best of 
all evidence. The proofs for material facts are universally defective, from the fallacies 
which attend observation and testimony. But what all men of a certain degree of 
cultivation state to be proclaimed by their profoundest feelings, can scarcely but be 
true.102 
 

This reflects the words added to the Third edition that he had removed from all later 

editions to appease Combe—but never rejected. The catechism was written before 

Chambers developed a full faith in the reality of spiritual manifestations, but his general 

belief in immortality held strong, and as he was writing these words he was grappling 

with just such ‘defective…fallacies which attend observation and testimony.’ 

 Chambers woke to the sounds of rapping just a few weeks after finishing this 

catechism, and recalled that he had experienced the phenomenon before.103 Chambers 

had been among the first to attend séances eight months earlier with the American 

spiritual medium, Maria B. Hayden, who had traveled to London to find new markets in 

the early 1850s.104 The Spiritualism movement had been given its initial impetus by the 

Fox sisters in New York, the oldest of whom, later known as Mrs. Underhill, would lead 

séances attended by Chambers and his wife when they visited America in 1860 (the year 

Chambers released the last edition of Vestiges published during his lifetime).105 His 
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journal reports concerning his initial séance experiences reveal a mixture of strong 

credulity and thoughtful doubts. But it was the very month that his first published report 

came out that Chambers seemed to accept the phenomena with surprising credulity, 

despite his reputation as a skeptical man of science and letters.106 Within three weeks of 

his first article, he issued an anonymous addendum apologizing for accusing the 

participants of self-delusion and revealing that he and family members had personally 

experienced phenomena that he believed were real and that he could not explain.107 A 

few weeks later, in the article “Attempted Explanations of Table-Moving,” his rational 

prudence about causation seems almost to be dissimulation. The piece concludes “That 

the spirit of man survives his corporal life, is not a doctrine in disfavour amongst 

mankind…. Surely the prospect of some experimental proof of the verity of this doctrine 

should not be very distressing to us.”108 Chambers continued looking for ‘natural’ 

explanations, however, over the course of the next few years. 

 In spring of 1854, Chambers’s longtime friend Catherine Crowe was found 

wandering the streets of Edinburgh naked. She claimed that spirits had told her she would 

be invisible. Chambers wrote to another friend, “We are in the greatest distress and 

anxiety about her. I don’t know what to think of these phenomena. There is something 

real in them, and there lies their danger, in my opinion. I now forbid any person under my 

influence from tampering with them.”109 By the middle of that year, he was 

corresponding with Harriet Martineau to discuss a treatise he was writing attempting to 

find material explanations for séance phenomena in order to turn people away from 
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dabbling with spiritualist notions.110 But it was Chambers who was struggling with 

doubts about the mechanism of causation. Despite his assurance that he would forbid 

further investigations among his loved ones, his private diaries reveal that he and family 

members resumed their experiments within a year. Chambers was particularly moved by 

several séances he attended with the celebrated D. D. Home from 1855 onward, and he 

was to anonymously pen the introduction and appendix to Home’s biography.111 

Spiritualism was seductive to Chambers because it provided a middle ground between 

outright materialism and traditional revealed religion, which was an opposition he found 

increasingly important to reconcile the longer Vestiges remained under attack as 

materialistic.112 In addition, Darwin’s Origin had revealed that the theological danger 

from evolutionary ideas had reached a new level: Darwin’s transmutation needed no 

guiding hand—it argued against the existence of any plan at all, in fact.  

 An extensive Spiritualism manuscript, found among Chambers’s papers after he 

died, represents the ongoing development of his ideas during several years of 

‘experiments’ with ‘spirit communications.’ Despite repeated qualifications that he was 

being objective and reserved his opinion on final causation, by the time he wrote the 

manuscript it was clearly Chambers’s most fervent aim to prove that the doctrine of the 
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human spirit surviving death was in fact true—and to prove it even to those like himself 

who believed they were bent on accepting only that which could be shown through 

empirical evidence. Chambers was now ready to discount and dismiss the relevance of all 

traditionally material explanations for séance phenomena. He wrote that the belief in 

spirits had a ‘lurking unacknowledged existence’ in all minds. Such innate tendencies, as 

he had written in Vestiges years earlier, had to be there for a reason, and “the 

preconceived opinion here alone oppos[es] what would otherwise appear…as substantial 

truths.”113 Chambers sought to universalize diverse spirit ‘manifestations’ across time, 

space, culture, religion, and even species in order to essentialize what could be discerned 

from the various experiences and to give his argument for the existence of life after death 

philosophical weight and depth. Just as in Vestiges, he proposed that broad general laws 

must govern these phenomena, and he dismissed the scientific critics of séance 

phenomena as doing “violence to the Baconian method,” for excluding an entire class of 

‘facts.’114  

 In the conclusion to his Spiritualism manuscript, Chambers struggled with the 

religious implications of his materialism, but he never relinquished his belief that the 

doctrine of natural law and the doctrine of spiritual reality could be reconciled:  
The question is tremendous. If the scientific view of things be entirely and 
exclusively accepted, God—while existence and power, authorship and mastership 
of the universe, are acknowledged—will be in a manner removed beyond the range 
of our sympathies, interest, and religious feelings. It will become an absurdity to 
address him in prayer. Religion, beyond a cold theism, will die. The cultivated 
intelligence of our sphere is, however, tending that way, and unless we can see 
satisfactory grounds for belief that the religious view is also true, or contains a large 
amount of truth separable from error, we shall soon be practically godless:…. Here 
really lies the grand Problem of our Age.115  
 

This ‘grand Problem’ was in significant ways exacerbated by Chambers’s own theory of 

Development. Rather than seeing this passage as calling into question the very ideas that 

Chambers promoted in Vestiges, however, it more likely reflects Chambers’s ability to 
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articulate struggles he had been having with his own theory even in 1845, when he 

inserted the paragraphs allowing for man’s instinctive need for God. Chambers was 

earnestly attempting to reconcile the version of natural law he had promulgated years 

earlier and the spiritual reality he now held in his imagination, but the tension had always 

been there.  

 A God who worked only and always through secondary causes combined with the 

real presence of spirits interacting with the material world solved for Chambers and so 

many others in the Victorian world the ‘Grand problem’ of their age: 
Supposing we are obliged to accept an envisioning and active spirit world as a truth, 
how will it affect the philosophical view of the tangible world as one of universal 
law and order? There certainly is no reason why the two doctrines should not 
comport themselves well together. Granted that all the physical affairs of the world 
go on after an unvarying order—God governing and even creating these theatres of 
being in that orderly manner which we speak of as natural law—there is also the 
host of spiritual beings hovering around living humanity, cheering and to some 
extent actuating it. Say that, under certain favouring natural conditions, a spirit can 
raise a presentiment, impart a warning, or prompt to a certain cause of action, the 
result may be good or evil, but it will not necessarily interfere with the course of 
natural law going on. It may be worked in, as a harmonious thread in the web of 
current mundane procedure. Apparent discrepancies between the religious and the 
scientific views of mankind, which have ever been a trouble to philosophers, and are 
even now threatening great revolutions of thought and conviction, might by this new 
light be reduced to perfect harmony.116 
 

This attempt at reconciliation, at weaving together the material and the spiritual, is best 

seen as a continuation and expansion of the very project that Chambers had started years 

earlier. His “Note Conclusory” of Vestiges contained a final explicit recognition of the 

unity and harmony between religious truths and the material world. Because physical 

truths, including his own theory of Development, had frequently strained the theological 

interpretations of divines, the religious lessons drawn from nature must change and 

evolve along with increasing knowledge, but the two need never be put asunder. 

Chambers imagined that by accepting that all natural truth would be eventually 

reconcilable with the divine, “we give, as is meet, a respectful reception to what is 

revealed through the medium of nature, at the same time that we fully reserve our 
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reverence for all that we have been accustomed to hold sacred, not one tittle of which it 

may ultimately be found necessary to alter.”117 The essence of religious truths, in other 

words, was not at risk from any fact in nature. If it had been, there would be no ‘unity of 

truth,’ a concept that was essential to most men and women shaped by pre-Darwinian 

Victorian culture.118 Given the discoveries that had been made in the last several decades, 

however, the unity of truth would require a consistent conception of God’s mode of 

working in the natural world, which Vestiges had sought to provide. 

 Spiritualism provided empirical reassurance to Chambers as he struggled to 

reconcile his materialist philosophy with his most treasured tenets of revealed religion. 

Once Chambers came to believe that the experiences in séances derived from actual spirit 

communications, he considered the ‘manifestations’ to broaden the claims that could be 

justified through natural religion. While Chambers had emphasized the material side of 

moral and religious truths in his work during the 1840s and the empirical evidence for 

spiritual beings during the 1850s, in both cases he was trying to unify and reconcile 

science and religion. Spiritualism provided for Chambers a two-fold benefit: through it, 

he formulated both an alternative science and an alternative religion that could be in 

harmony with one another. As such, it was not that different in many ways from what he 

had been attempting to do in Vestiges. While he had always advocated a strict 

methodological naturalism, he did not ever indicate that he conceived of the world in 

terms of a strict philosophical naturalism. It was not a leap of faith, then, that caused 

Chambers to embrace what he understood as the lawful and natural religion of 

Spiritualism—it was an organic transition. 

 Through all the theological and professional vicissitudes of his life, Chambers 

never rejected his faith in the unerring consistency of natural law or his theory of 

Development. The last edition of Vestiges that he released was the Eleventh, in 1860, just 

after Darwin’s Origin appeared. Already a Spiritualist, Chambers still fought to support 
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Darwin’s theory. He was present at the informal debate held at the brand new Oxford 

Museum of Natural History between Thomas Henry Huxley, ever after known as 

‘Darwin’s bulldog,’ and the Rev. Samuel Wilberforce. What really happened in the room 

that day is obscured by the fact that eyewitness reports vary.119 But one eyewitness was 

the participant, Huxley himself. In a letter to a friend, Huxley reported a few months after 

the event occurred: 
If then, said I, the question is put to me would I rather have a miserable ape for a 
grandfather or a man highly endowed by nature and possessed of great means and 
influence and yet who employs these faculties and that influence for the mere purpose of 
introducing ridicule into a grave scientific discussion–I unhesitatingly affirm my 
preference for the ape.120 
 

Huxley wrote to Francis Darwin (the son of Charles) in June 1861: 
The odd part of the business is, that I should not have been present except for Robert 
Chambers…. I was very tired, and wanted to join my wife at her brother-in-law’s country 
house near Reading, on the Saturday. On the Friday I met Chambers in the street, and in 
reply to some remark of his, about his going to the meeting, I said that I did not mean to 
attend it—did not see the good of giving up peace and quietness to be episcopally 
pounded. Chambers broke out into vehement remonstrances, and talked about my 
deserting them. So I said, “Oh! if you are going to take it that way, I’ll come and have my 
share of what is going on.”121 
 

Chambers’s faith in both evolution and God’s plan for nature was unfailing to the end. 

Approaching his death, he discussed Vestiges with Ireland in their last conversation 

together. Chambers left it to Ireland’s discretion whether to reveal his creation of the 

book if his friend outlived his brother, William—but only after that.122 While the 
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potential of harm to the business was long past, Chambers did not want to expose his 

brother to any embarrassment. Chambers was loyal and honorable until the end of his 

life—both to his family and to his most cherished ideas.
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Chapter X: Conclusion 

The Twelfth edition of Vestiges came out in 1884, and for the first time there was a name 

on the title page, and a portrait to go along with it. Alexander Ireland, who had served as 

its midwife to the press for the previous eleven editions, waited until Chambers’s brother 

and business partner, William, died before finally revealing the secret origin of the book. 

This edition was issued for the first time by the author’s own family firm—W. & R. 

Chambers—which was then under the direction of Robert Chambers, Secundus. Ireland 

considered Robert Chambers the closest friend he ever had, and, unlike William, Ireland 

had little obvious to gain by misrepresenting Chambers’s religious beliefs or the 

intentions he had in composing his ‘opus.’ Ireland insisted that: 
The “Vestiges” is a work conceived and executed in a reverent and truly religious spirit—
the author attempting to set forth, in befitting language, the system of law ordained by the 
Almighty, whereby all things from the beginning of time and through illimitable space 
have been and are connected and bound together as the orderly manifestations of his 
Divine Power.1  
 

Archival and textual evidence supports this summation, and, as we have seen, 

Chambers’s theology and his natural philosophy reinforced and legitimated each other. 

One of Chambers’s fundamental metaphysical principles was unity. He saw evidence for 

unifying principles within the micro and the macro, the organic and the inorganic, the 

human and the animal, near and far space, the past and the present, our world and every 

other. He repeatedly sought the commonality underlying what had been differentiated by 

others. Of course Chambers would seek such relationship in two of his favorite fields of 

inquiry—science and religion. It was entirely consistent with his metaphysical 

presuppositions to find a way to unify his understanding of God and nature.  

 One historiographical trend in recent years has been to resist passing judgment on 
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the legitimacy of a science by either the standards of the elite practitioners of the time or 

the standards of our knowledge today. The same principle should apply to the legitimacy 

of the religious beliefs of our subjects. Chambers claimed an alternative religion for 

himself, and we should respect his expressed beliefs barring solid evidence that they were 

indeed insincere. Chambers’s hypothesis about God’s role in nature was explicit and 

contentious in its time. Despite his reassurances, his religious ideas were every bit as 

revolutionary as were his biological propositions, in addition to being entirely consistent 

with them. By demanding that natural law was the only means by which God 

accomplishes his actions, Chambers took the sacred basis of the justification for natural 

philosophy to its logical extreme and, for some, realized the worst fears of generations of 

religious opponents of naturalism—a wholly inductive religion might lead to no religion 

at all. Chambers never intended, however, to overthrow religious belief—for him, 

nature’s laws were the very best evidence available for God’s Providence and care.  

 Vestiges is as much a book about natural theology as it is about astronomy, 

geology, biology or any other of the sciences—but it promoted natural rather than 

revealed religion. Like Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, it is one long argument, but 

the lessons drawn by the respective authors were very different. While Darwin contrived 

to turn the argument for design on its head, Chambers sought to reinterpret it in a new 

light with new religious implications. Instead of undermining the overall metaphysical 

bearings of natural theology, Chambers simply altered the mode of God’s working—

rather than through special fiats of special Providence, it was through a steady emanation 

of His will. From the conclusion of the first chapter to the conclusion of the book, the 

mode of God’s working was what concerned Chambers most. Chambers fashioned his 

ideas out of parts deemed incompatible by many of his contemporaries, but we need not 

negate his materialism to embrace his religiosity. He imagined that any God worthy of 

the appellation would encourage the unfettered exploration and honest explication of the 

material world, which could not help but authentically reveal His ways.  

 Recovering the religious and scientific life of Chambers allows us to explore 

some of the grand problems of the Victorian age, and reveals key ideas that helped people 
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cope with conflicts between growing scientific knowledge and treasured religious 

doctrines. In the fifteen years before Darwin’s Origin appeared, over 20,000 copies of 

Vestiges were sold, and dozens of mostly negative responses were published, indicating 

that the book was very influential in stimulating conversation about the relations between 

science and religion. Despite the furor that it excited in the 1840s, the evolution of 

species through the work of natural law ordained by God came to be an acceptable 

position for liberal Christians by the last quarter of the century when the more solid 

science behind Darwin’s work offered compelling evidence for species change. Darwin 

wrote in 1861 of Vestiges:  “In my opinion it has done excellent service in calling in this 

country attention to the subject, in removing prejudice, and in thus preparing the ground 

for the reception of analogous views.”2 Vestiges helped lay the groundwork for the 

Darwinian revolution not by presenting a convincing theory of evolution but by 

extending the theological conception of natural law in a way that would eventually be 

integrated into existing Christian doctrine. Blaise Pascal, the great seventeenth-century 

mathematician and Christian philosopher, warned that seeking evidence for God in nature 

was likely to do nothing to combat atheism, but for many Victorians a progressively 

evolving natural theology provided crucial reassurance and valuable conceptual tools as 

they confronted rapid changes throughout the nineteenth century.3   

 We have seen here how completely integrated were conceptions of science and 

religion during the first half of the nineteenth century, especially in Scotland. While 

Secord focused much on the lack of a thorough demarcation between the professional and 

the amateur man of science, the demarcation issue that displays the sharpest distinction 

between the Vestiges period and our own is the relationship between science and religion. 

For the majority of the most influential men of science at that time and place, nature was 

merely God’s own plan made manifest in the material world. Theories about the origin of 

life and the origin of species, as well as about the nature of the human mind, were 
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religious ideas as much as they were scientific conceptions. Yet aside from a few 

reassuring platitudes, Darwin’s Origin does not address such theological questions 

explicitly. It would be a mistake, however, to read Origin as so scientifically profound 

that its evidence and logic overwhelmed objections from these external factors. Dozens 

of critics pointed out the many flaws and weaknesses of the book, and one of its main and 

most theologically objectionable tenets, natural selection, was not broadly accepted as the 

dominant mechanism of species change for close to three-quarters of a century. Yet 

despite some serious scientific and theological objections, Origin did convert the 

naturalist community to accept the idea of evolution. As Peter Bowler and others have 

shown, however, it was usually a different kind of evolution than Darwin had 

intended.4 The ideas about species change that most Victorians accepted actually have 

their origin more in Vestiges than in the famous work by Darwin, and much of the public 

today still relies on some of the same conceptions about what evolution means that were 

first articulated by our anonymous author fifteen years before the release of Darwin’s 

revolutionary work.5   

 There were multiple byways through the theological, philosophical, and scientific 

territory of nineteenth-century Scotland, and, like the closes winding down off the Royal 

Mile in Edinburgh, modernity took more than one direction when science and religion 

diverged during the nineteenth century. Chambers started down the road less traveled by 

in his time, and, ironically, ended up leading the way on the issue of evolution for various 

opposing camps in a modern world struggling with the seemingly inevitable conflict 

between natural science and revealed religion. Both atheists and transcendentalists 
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embraced its philosophic spirit in its own time, as Secord has so ably shown, but so did 

some liberal Anglicans, like Rev. Baden Powell.6 While many of Chambers’s followers 

took his ideas in directions he never intended, others became the torchbearers for his 

cause. His friend, the Scottish clergyman A. K. H. Boyd, said in 1890 what many 

believed—“And now, the Vestiges are orthodoxy itself.”7 This shows that not just science 

had changed dramatically in the decades following Vestiges—religion also met the 

challenges of the times in progressive ways. By 1884 when Chambers was unveiled as 

the author, the context was different than it had been forty years earlier. Not only was 

there no controversy associated with the disclosure, Vestiges was now seen not as a threat 

to religion but instead as a welcome help by many in a continuing struggle to reconcile 

their beliefs with the discoveries of science. The idea of transmutation was no longer a 

sensation—that God worked through material secondary causes even in the production of 

life was a commonplace assumption. Just two years before, Charles Darwin had been 

buried in Westminster Abbey. Chambers and his work through the eleven editions 

published in his lifetime deserve significant credit for the changes in Victorian attitudes 

towards God’s mode of working in the natural world that occurred between the initial 

release of Vestiges and the authoritative revelation of its authorship—and many late 

nineteenth-century reconcilers retreated to ideas paralleling that once notorious book.8  

 The second posthumous edition of Vestiges, after Ireland’s, was introduced by 
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Henry Morley for his Morley’s Universal Library Series. It was issued in 1887 and again 

in 1890, and Morley’s introduction focuses almost exclusively on the idea that Vestiges 

was in no way inconsistent with right religion. Suggesting that Vestiges had been 

‘misunderstood’ at first, just as was Darwin’s work, Morley assured his mostly middle- 

and lower-middle-class audience that developmental theories cannot be thought to “touch 

one vital point of Christian faith. They can only add strength to our sense of the infinite 

Wisdom of the Creator.”9 Morley was following Chambers here, not Darwin, and it is 

clear from his tone that the controversy over the theological implications of evolution 

were alive and well in 1887. Morley seems to present Vestiges as a cordial for just these 

anxieties, an apologetic for the difficulties his readers might be facing, more so than an 

alternative theory of evolution or a contribution to the historical record of the progress of 

science. These two early sources support Bowler’s reinterpretation of Vestiges. As 

Bowler notes, “There is a direct continuity linking Robert Chambers’s Vestiges of 

Creation (1844) to the use of the recapitulation theory by the ‘Darwinian’ Ernst Haeckel 

and the ‘anti-Darwinian’ neo-Lamarckians.”10 While not the only reason these men 

preferred a developmental theory, a teleological view of nature that had room for God’s 

design and emanation was part of it for many of them. Even more than contributing to a 

rise in secularism, Vestiges helped prevent skepticism by providing a viable alternative to 

rejecting either science or God. 

 The historical significance of Vestiges is only compounded, not established, due 

to its lasting influence on the reception and interpretation of evolutionary theory and the 

reconciliation of science and religion. Even as Chambers was a product of his time and 

place—the Borders, Edinburgh, and St. Andrews in the first half of the nineteenth 

century—that time and place was itself in dialogue with and influencing the wider world. 

Not only the intellectual tradition passed on through Chambers’s Scottish Enlightenment 

heritage, but also the imported German Romantic philosophical and literary ideals, and 
                                                
9 Henry Morley, “Introduction,” in Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (London: 
G. Routledge & Sons, 1887), 7.  
10 Peter J. Bowler, The Non-Darwinian Revolution: Reinterpreting a Historical Myth (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1992), 48. 
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French, German, and American transcendental conceptions in both science and religion 

deeply influenced Chambers’s theories and those of his Scottish colleagues especially. 

Historians studying nineteenth-century science have not explored in enough detail the 

integrated nature of this fertile compound that was especially rich on the bedrock of 

Edinburgh. This dissertation has examined some of the previously underemphasized 

views of a fascinating and highly influential community of theorists who shaped not only 

the development of evolutionary theory but also cell theory, conceptions of mind, 

chemical theory, astronomy, and the relationship between science and religion.  

 James Secord argues that the meaning readers derive from a written work is often 

intimately bound up with what they believe about its authorship. This is perhaps more 

true for historians than it is for any other type of reader. Our interpretation of a book’s 

meaning within its historical context is inextricably connected, despite any effort we may 

make to disengage it, with what we know—or believe we know—about the person who 

formulated it. His or her circumstances, beliefs, and general worldview are all crucial 

clues for finding historical meaning in productions that are in many cases very foreign to 

our own perspective. One of the values of history lies in our ability to uncover the 

differences that have been buried by the passage of time and the accompanying subtle 

changes in significations, for in doing so we may find nuance valuable for our own lives 

here in the present. Looking back across the space of almost two hundred years, we now 

have knowledge that the original readers of Vestiges did not have, and we are able to use 

this to make our own historical meanings. Through a detailed consideration of the life of 

Robert Chambers and the cultural and scientific context from which Vestiges emerged, 

this dissertation has contributed to new interpretations concerning the importance of 

place in influencing scientific ideas, the diversity and authenticity of alternative religious 

beliefs, and the variety of purposes and intentions with which people pursue the study of 

nature.  

 There is nothing ‘disembodied’ about the ideas in this dissertation. They are 

embodied in a particular culture and a particular creator, both of which contributed to the 

production of a particular book. These were ideas that once disembodied from all of those 
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things, however, once taken into the minds of readers or listeners, were open to being 

interpreted in many different ways by the tens of thousands of distinctive somebodies 

who have explored them in their many different versions since the initial 1844 edition. 

Some of those who experienced Vestiges left records of their interpretations—but many 

more did not. That Vestiges was a material production created by numerous material 

people in a material time and place is crucial to understanding it and the impact that it 

had in its own time, but the ideas in it still matter qua ideas and not merely as the 

reflections of the material circumstances of their production.  

 Vestiges still has much to teach us today—about the relationship of science and 

society, about the warrants of authoritative knowledge, and about our connections as 

human beings with the rest of nature. In addition, Vestiges has much to tell us about one 

individual man—a man whose life story also contains lessons for the modern world. He 

was in equal measures both courageous and cautious, both grounded and idealistic, both 

scientific and spiritual. I hope that I have brought a new perspective to this one 

individual, a man who deserves to be remembered in his own right as the author of one of 

the most important books written during the first half of the nineteenth century. My 

interpretation is not the only one possible, but it is an important one. The life of Robert 

Chambers and the work that he left us embody some of the most poignant and dramatic 

tensions of modernity, and continue to have the potential to live on in our minds—if only 

we open ourselves to them. 
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