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INTRODUCTION


One day in the early 1820s, a traveler to London stopped at the Antiquities Gallery of the British Museum, noting that it was “the only institution in London which does not charge you for entry.” Apparently even the nonexistent fee was not low enough, for the traveler soon found much to dislike about the antiquities on display. The “pillars of ancient temples, tombstones with inscriptions, and damaged statues” inspired a dejected identification. Just as he, a foreigner, felt alienated by the city, so too did these objects “lose their meaning in the modern capital of a strange country.” He rallied, however, on seeing “the stone brought from Rosetta,” with inscriptions in “the supposedly secret hieroglyphs” as well as in Greek and demotic. The latter two inscriptions prompted him to wonder “whether they were known to the researcher Champollion,” as “they could contribute to his claim about the hieroglyphs, which have so far been considered a mystery and in his opinion are only letters.”1 That the Rosetta Stone, with its triple inscription, should rouse this melancholy witness to speculate about the relationship between the three scripts attests to the broad interest that the recent work of both Jean-François Champollion in France and Thomas Young in England was beginning to elicit at this time.

Champollion and Young are often said to have worked in broadly similar ways in their efforts to “decipher” these scripts.2 The Oxford English Dictionary defines “to decipher” as “to convert (a text written in code, or a coded signal) into normal language.” Both Champollion and Young did aim to read Egyptian texts, and the dictionary meaning of “decipherment” does include at least that much. But it also suggests that a script constitutes a “code,” that is, “a system of words, letters, figures, or symbols used to represent others, especially for the purpose of secrecy,” again according to the Oxford definition. Until well into the eighteenth century, and even later, those interested in Egyptian hieroglyphs did for the most part think of them as a “code” in the sense of a system of inscription designed to ensure secrecy. Each hieroglyphic, it was frequently thought, stood for an elaborate allegory in which sacred knowledge was concealed, knowledge that was thought to be the exclusive possession of priests.3

Neither Young nor Champollion subscribed to this interpretation. For Young in part, and for Champollion altogether, all three Egyptian scripts were intended to convey specific words and word phrases, which meant that the ancient texts could be understood by anyone who knew the Egyptian language. The purpose of many codes or ciphers—to maintain secrecy—was for them not at issue, except insofar as literacy itself had been limited to a select group for such a purpose. (Neither Young nor Champollion took much interest in the extent to which ancient Egyptians were literate.) To write of their work as a “decipherment” in the customary sense, though having the virtue of long-established usage, can obscure much of what Champollion considered his own aims to be. For his part, Young did see his efforts rather like the cracking of a cipher, but he also found the signs used by the Egyptians redolent of their religion, which he disdained. He insisted that, in the centuries before Alexander’s conquest of Egypt, hieroglyphs always encompassed much more than the direct words and phrases of the ancient language, and what they did convey then was hardly precise. As Young noted in a remarkable letter written in 1827, although a “simple picture, for instance, of a votary presenting a vase to a sitting deity; each characterized by some peculiarity of form, and each distinguished also by a name written over him” might “be called a pure hieroglyphical representation,” such a picture “scarcely amounts to a language, any more than the look of love is the language of the lover.”4 To Champollion, in contrast, the scripts were traces of the language of a venerable ancient civilization. Where for Young ancient Egypt held little interest in periods before the Greek invasion, for Champollion the Greco-Roman period marked the cultural decline of a once admirable civilization under foreign domination.

As our remarks already suggest, this book is a study in contrasts. The differences in the approaches of Young and Champollion to Egyptian writing evolved from their dissimilar circumstances, with different attitudes toward antiquity, different material cultures of printing and engraving, different ways of handling evidence, and more. Although we examine the details of the controversy that emerged following Champollion’s 1822 announcement of his claims at the Académie des inscriptions et belles-lettres—the renowned Lettre à M. Dacier—our account begins much earlier. We concentrate on how each of our protagonists arrived at his conclusions in order to show the separate developmental arcs of their ideas. To this end, we have made extensive use of archival materials not previously thoroughly exploited: in particular, Young’s manuscripts from 1814, when he first turned to the Egyptian scripts, Champollion’s drafts for talks that he gave at the Académie des inscriptions before the famed Dacier letter, and manuscripts that document Champollion’s passionate engagement with Coptic. All in all, Young could not take a view of the Egyptian scripts that was not also a position on the sophistication of the ancient civilization relative to his contemporary values; whereas for Champollion, the study of the ancient scripts provided much-needed escape from the present, especially during periods of personal difficulty. “What a distraction, indeed, for the heart and soul is a grammar that is more than six thousand years old!” Champollion wrote to a friend in May 1816, in the midst of internal exile to his sleepy hometown of Figeac.5 To Young, Egyptian culture itself seemed principally responsible for the character of Egyptian writing, which he considered vastly inferior to Greek. For Champollion, in contrast, the scripts held out the hope of entry into a world that he wanted deeply to understand, about which he made few a priori claims. As a result, he moved fruitfully along paths that Young would not, and perhaps could not, follow.

Late Georgian attitudes shaped Young’s work with the Egyptian scripts. Propriety in language, deportment, and written expression mattered a good deal to Young, as did contemporary expectations concerning the proper forms of mathematical reasoning. For Young, these expectations went considerably beyond mathematics itself. Born to a Quaker family and encouraged to value mastery of Greek and Latin, Young became expert at manipulating the written forms of both. An avid reader of natural philosophy and mathematics treatises, he mastered these skills as well. As a young man, he found favor with Georgian elites who valued ancient languages as much as he did, and who were rapidly coming to value scientific expertise. Young’s path into London society was additionally smoothed by his mother’s uncle, the prominent London physician Richard Brocklesby, who shepherded Young through his early medical career while welcoming him into his circle of influential friends.

Although Young came to eschew Quaker dress and practice, residues of his religious upbringing can be detected in his later attitudes. The zoomorphic idolatry he perceived as the foundation for ancient Egyptian religion rendered the entire culture suspect. This, too, shaped his attitude toward Egyptian writing. In the end, for Thomas Young the scripts of Egypt were uninteresting for anything they might have to say about a culture he viewed as barbarous, until the salutary effects of Greek culture changed the scripts in ways that he hoped might be used to illuminate the histories of the invading Greeks and Romans. Disdain for ancient Egypt strongly colored his attitude toward its writing, and the scripts interested him chiefly as a particularly resistant puzzle to solve.

Young’s attitude was not unusual. Many of his contemporaries regarded ancient Egypt as useful only insofar as it illuminated the condition of the modern Briton. We see this attitude vividly expressed in Turner’s early paintings on biblical subjects. One of these paintings referenced the familiar story of ancient and idolatrous civilization getting its divine comeuppance at the hands of a virtuous prophet.6 Exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1800, J.M.W. Turner’s The Fifth Plague of Egypt featured a desert landscape in which threatening clouds are pierced by a shaft of light that illuminates an inscrutable pyramid (fig. I.1). An instantly recognizable symbol of ancient (i.e., biblical) Egypt, the pyramid revealed nothing of its meaning or relationship to the landscape it dominated, while animals and human figures are shown prostrate in the foreground, suffering the divinely meted-out consequences of their idolatry. Such interpretations condensed religious and antiquarian themes into an easily consumable narrative of social order—who was in, who was out, and who was responsible for the present situation. As a symbol, Egypt gave form to otherwise inchoate anxieties about heritage, identity, and belonging. These anxieties were stoked not by Egypt per se but by events closer to home, such as the difficult incorporation of territories like Scotland into the body of Great Britain and the intrusion of scientific expertise into antiquarian-adjacent fields like archaeology and philology. As we will see, Young took care to distance himself from antiquarianism. But even his wariness suggested the degree to which he shared in these broader conflicts.

[image: ]
FIGURE I.1. J.M.W. Turner, The Fifth Plague of Egypt (1800). Courtesy of Indianapolis Museum of Art at Newfields.


Born seventeen years after Young in 1790, Champollion was the youngest son in a large family headed by a domineering father, a bookseller with a taste for drink and a willingness to incur ruinous debts. Despite these unfavorable beginnings, Champollion was supported in his studies from a tender age. In perhaps the luckiest turn of his young life, Champollion’s practical and worldly older brother took charge of his education. While employed by a Grenoble textile concern owned by a member of their extended family, Jacques-Joseph (known later as Champollion-Figeac) encouraged Champollion to develop his affinity for languages, notably Hebrew, as well as the usual Latin and Greek. But quiet scholarship apart from public life ultimately held limited appeal. A fiery Bonapartist during his early adulthood, Champollion narrowly avoided incarceration and worse during the Bourbon Restoration. In keeping with his Bonapartism, he exhibited a philosophe-like disdain for official religion; at the same time, he nurtured a distinctly un-philosophe-like admiration for the culture, as he then knew it, of ancient Egypt. Napoleon, of course, undertook a massive expedition to the country, largely in order to secure his bid to be remembered as an empire builder in the manner of Alexander the Great. For Champollion the appeal was different. He regarded pre-Alexandrian Egypt as aesthetically and even morally superior to what it became under Greco-Roman domination. To read the ancient scripts was to open a window onto an attractive world peopled by individuals whose lives he admired and whose beliefs he respected.

Guiding his younger brother’s education, Champollion-Figeac encouraged Champollion to value some kinds of evidence over others. A librarian and scholar eventually selected to head the newly established École des chartes, Champollion-Figeac merged old-fashioned antiquarianism with the nascent sciences of archaeology and philology.7 The result was a distinctive historical sensibility, one he shared with contemporaries who were, like him, keen to modernize French antiquarianism. Historians have noted the fingerprints Champollion-Figeac left on his younger brother’s career, as he shepherded Champollion through the treacherous world of elite Parisian scholars and edited the younger man’s writings in order to limit otherwise inevitable criticism and dismissal. From his older brother Champollion absorbed much about the nature and practice of history that prepared him for work on the Egyptian scripts. Among other things, Champollion-Figeac alerted him to the possibility that textual evidence could be scrutinized for uniquely persistent features such as linguistic roots and toponyms that described inalterable features of the landscape.

As we will see, the question of whether the Egyptian scripts were phonetic became central to Champollion’s work in contradictory ways. The question was then a matter of considerable general import, for the advent of an alphabet was indexed to the presumed sophistication of a civilization. Though not everyone agreed on this point, Coptic—the liturgical language of the Coptic Orthodox Church in Egypt—was hypothesized to be a late descendant of the spoken language of ancient Egypt.8 However, since Young saw Coptic as a developed language of late pre-Islamic Egypt, he was skeptical of its utility for investigations of pre-Alexandrian texts. For Champollion, on the other hand, Coptic virtually was ancient Egyptian, little changed from the original. As a student in Paris, he became involved with Copts recently arrived from Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition who introduced him to Coptic as a living language. Champollion found in Coptic something like a fossil from remote antiquity, one that accordingly promised unique access to the country’s earliest beliefs and cultural practices. The question, for him, was how Coptic could be used to elucidate the scripts. Assembling dictionaries of Coptic, Champollion even tested hypotheses about which bits of the Rosetta demotic might correspond in some manner to various Coptic roots. By the early 1820s, following a stunning reversal, Champollion became convinced that even the most ancient of the scripts had to be phonetic. In what follows, we trace Champollion’s path to this conclusion.

When Young began to engage with Egyptian writing in 1814, he was an established medical doctor known for his pathbreaking and occasionally controversial natural philosophical investigations. At forty-one years old, he could boast a respectable scientific reputation even among the French savants, as scholars in natural philosophy, mathematics, and other areas were called, and this despite the acrimonious years of the Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. Champollion, in contrast, was just twenty-four in 1814 and scarcely known outside a select group in Paris and Grenoble; his first book, L’Égypte sous les Pharaons (Egypt under the Pharaohs), was published that year after a great buildup to disappointingly mixed reviews. Unlike Young, he was uninterested in mathematics and natural philosophy, though the corpus of his published and unpublished work amply attests to his powerful ability to classify and synthesize a vast array of heterogeneous evidence. Their temperaments also differed. Until pressed by friends to counter what they saw as an emerging attempt to devalue his work on the scripts in comparison with Champollion’s, Young remained, if anything, both cordial and helpful when contacted by the young Frenchman. Even the book that he produced to assert his priority in particular points was politely and carefully framed. Champollion, on the other hand, reacted vehemently to insinuations that he had merely amplified Young’s positions.

The seemingly trivial matter of nomenclature emblematizes the difference between the two men, who could not even agree on what to call the intermediate Rosetta script. Young used “enchorial,” a straight transliteration of the Rosetta Greek ΕΓΧΩΡΙΟΙΣ, which he took to refer simply to the vernacular “of the country.” The choice was consistent with his view that the inscription’s translation should adhere closely to the Greek text in both structure and meaning. Champollion, following Herodotus, preferred “Demotic,” which could be construed as referring to the popular, idiomatic language spoken by the general populace and captured in the Rosetta Egyptian. Words carry a variety of meanings and connotations, and in the difference between “enchorial” and “Demotic,” we spy more than an argument over scholarly possession, though it was at least that. Despite his Quaker background, Young was by training, inclination, and position hardly prone to see a reflection of Egyptian popular culture in the Rosetta inscription. The manifestly republican Champollion held a viewpoint that was altogether different. The lexical discontinuity functioned, and continues to function, as a reminder of the stark differences in the two mens’ political attitudes and suggests relationships between those attitudes and their views of ancient Egypt.9

These differences are perhaps most apparent at the juncture where their public lives intersected with their intellectual preoccupations. Champollion’s views on the nature of the scripts were matched and occasionally echoed by his political radicalism. Although Champollion’s reputation as a radical did not redound to his professional benefit, outspokenness continually secured the benefits of an audience for his views. Young, in contrast, generally sought to avoid controversy, as it threatened the medical practice that provided his livelihood.10 Such reserve could not have been more foreign to Champollion. Though his career suffered, he freely expressed anticlerical and anti-Bourbon views, counting on his brother’s diplomatic talents and extensive connections to keep him from serious harm. Little wonder, then, that his and Young’s paths to understanding the ancient scripts differed so markedly.

Despite their differences, Young and Champollion did share important traits. Both had an acute ability to work with unfamiliar graphical forms, that is, the Egyptian scripts themselves. Both were exceptionally able to organize these forms systematically—to such an extent, in Champollion’s case, that he would be criticized for embodying the eighteenth-century grand sin of having been too committed to “system” and not enough to available evidence. To some extent, Young and Champollion also shared a literary tradition. Both absorbed eighteenth-century travelers’ accounts of Egypt as well as works by predecessors who attempted to read the scripts. They knew as well the principal accounts from antiquity, those of Horapollo, Herodotus, Diodorus Siculus, and Clement of Alexandria, together with what had been written about these ancient remarks during the previous century. Both would grapple with the complexities posed by contemporary efforts to reproduce the signs on the mummy wrappings, papyri, and carved inscriptions.11 Of course, much of what they held in common they also shared with their less well-known contemporaries, and their social and intellectual contexts were hardly mutually exclusive. People, publications, and letters flowed back and forth as freely as circumstances allowed.

We have divided our account into five major parts. Part 1, “A Quaker’s Odyssey,” begins nearly in medias res, with a dinner party thrown in 1803 by publisher Thomas Longman at which Young confronted attitudes toward ancient history and language, which soon pervaded his work on Egyptian writing. The rest of part 1 traces aspects of Young’s early biography that were instrumental to his later work on the scripts, concluding with his first mature encounter with a physical remnant of antique writing, significantly in the form not of Egyptian hieroglyphs but the Greek of a Herculaneum papyrus. Part 2, “Antiquity Embraced,” turns to Champollion’s early investigations of Coptic, placing them within the history of European encounters with the language and contemporary responses to the Rosetta Stone’s discovery. In part 3, “Scripts and Bones,” we examine Young’s earliest, and enduring, work on the Rosetta scripts, done during his sojourn at Worthing in the summer of 1814. Preserved at the British Library, the manuscript of that work permits us to follow the evolution of Young’s ideas as he grappled with the unfamiliar signs. Young’s subsequent studies of papyri published in the Description de l’Égypte cemented his views of the scripts in ways that did not significantly alter thereafter. At roughly the same time, Champollion and his brother undertook an investigation of the Roman settlement of Uxellodunum. Begun during the brothers’ forced exile to the family home at Figeac, the Uxellodunum study places Champollion’s labor on the scripts at the intersection of ancient history, antiquarianism, and philology.

After leaving Figeac for Grenoble, Champollion developed the startling claim that none of the Egyptian scripts were phonetic at all. When he finally returned to Paris, he detailed those conclusions in unpublished lectures given at the Académie des inscriptions, manuscript drafts of which are preserved in the Paris archives. In his Lettre à M. Dacier, presented only months later in the same venue and in the presence of Young himself, Champollion offered a considerably different assertion. How and why Champollion’s views abruptly changed is the subject of part 4, “Reading the Past.” In part 5, “Antique Letters,” we examine the earliest reactions to the Dacier letter; the reasons for the church’s otherwise surprising embrace of Champollion, the anticlerical firebrand; the beginnings of the priority controversy; and Champollion’s efforts to clarify his system and defend its novelty. In conclusion we briefly follow Champollion’s later career and assessments of the Egyptian scripts and language, published posthumously by Champollion-Figeac, who carefully tended and sometimes burnished his brother’s reputation. We do not further explore the subsequent development of Egyptology into an organized academic discipline, since that is in itself a complex story.12

Our account is not intended to introduce readers to modern apprehension of the Egyptian scripts. Some readers may be disappointed that we do not point out where or in what ways the views of Young and Champollion differ from the present dispensation, but this book is not an exploration of modern Egyptology. In order to illuminate how an English polymath and a linguistically talented Frenchman came to their respective views, we have tried as much as possible to remain within their perspectives, attentive to what they themselves would have known and to how their views interacted with their social and cultural contexts. Of course, the present understanding did evolve out of the original work by our protagonists, and it is hardly uninteresting to see where Young’s or Champollion’s views diverge from present knowledge. However, to do so here inevitably risks casting an illusory light on what they actually knew and thought. It is altogether too easy to hand out marks for which of them first correctly understood this or that sign or sign sequence, but no one at the time had the benefit of two centuries’ further investigation. Those who are curious about such matters can consult the many modern texts that provide Egyptian sign sounds, meanings, and grammar for comparison, if they like, with those of Young and Champollion.

Much has been made of the conflict between Young and Champollion, and between their several epigones. These accounts frequently have nationalist overtones. The two men had their differences, to be sure, but histories of their work on the scripts only took virulently nationalist forms following both of their deaths. Despite some exceptions, their conflict did not pertain principally to the military and political struggle between England and France.13 Their concerns were narrower and more local. Exploring these interests while remaining faithful to their different points of view has constituted the bulk of our task in this book. Questions about priority can too easily mislead if the goal is to understand how each of our protagonists worked in his particular context, for the two had always kept quite different aims in mind.

We are, of course, acutely aware of the risks of adding yet another volume to the already extensive literature on the reading of the ancient Egyptian scripts. However, no published account has made full use of unpublished manuscript sources, and this alone provides sufficient reason for a fresh treatment. With this volume, we hope to strike a balance between an intimate exploration of our protagonists’ different points of view and a presentation of the major turning points in the history of their conflict. Perhaps unsurprisingly for a work stemming from unavoidably biographical premises, character quickly became a central preoccupation. Stories need characters to unfold their plots, and we had both characters and plots in abundance. But even as they were surrounded by conflict and occasional deceitfulness, our protagonists lived and worked within networks of helpful others, many of them largely forgotten, who also crowd our canvas. These friends and collaborators prompted and consoled, delivered hard-to-find books and rare manuscripts, and freely opened their homes, their larders, and even their wallets when the need arose. These essential figures provide the context within which our two central figures played out a drama that was at once something more, and something quite other, than a contentious meeting of minds. We have explored the lives of Champollion and Young in order to see what happened when their separate stories intersected, to join in remarkably revealing ways.

The Young archive at the British Library in London and the Champollion fonds at the Archives nationales open a new window onto their decipherments. Young’s treatment of the Rosetta scripts illustrates how Georgian beliefs concerning propriety in language, writing, and even mathematics combined with belittlement of ancient Egypt’s religion and culture to pattern his approach. We follow Young as he disassembled the Rosetta inscriptions, seeking to reconstruct the meaning of words written by a people he saw as inferior to the Greeks and Romans. Champollion’s intense engagement with Coptic coalesced with his early admiration of ancient Egypt to lead him in an entirely different direction as he sought to uncover a lost world through its language. Unlike his English counterpart, who, though a Quaker by birth and training, nevertheless joined the social and cultural world of metropolitan London, Champollion was ever the provincial outsider, buffeted by the currents of late Napoleonic and early Restoration France. Young avoided notoriety; Champollion courted it. His archives reveal him to have been comparably bold in his willingness to change his mind about the nature of the ancient scripts as he sought a way to make a novel impact. Young, in contrast, never markedly altered his views. And yet, different though the two were, both were riveted by the struggle to find meaning in the signs of ancient Egypt.
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A QUAKER’S ODYSSEY






 




CHAPTER 1

DINNER AT LONGMAN’S


In May 1803, the publisher Thomas Norton Longman arranged a Saturday supper for a half-dozen guests at his offices in Paternoster Row, “that crowded defile north of the Cathedral” where stationers and booksellers hawked their wares in the shadow of St. Paul’s. As the church bells tolled quarter-hourly reminders of mortality, smudge-fingered “despots of literature” toiled in the streets below—less noisily, perhaps, but fixed more strongly on the alternative prospect of immortality offered by books. Not that the secular option was easier: “Many a groan,” one contemporary observed, “has gone up from authors in this gloomy thoroughfare,” particularly outside “the immense emporium of Longman’s,” which stretched across two storefronts decorated with “little Ionic pilasters, and [an] iron crane, emblematic of the very heavy commodities in which the proprietors are sometimes compelled to deal.”1

Any bookman could appreciate the irony. Those splendid neoclassical pilasters juxtaposed with a burdened crane neatly expressed the trouble with literate culture, at least from a publisher’s point of view: a book was a durable object of determinate heft but uncertain value. If some books had the power of monuments, others were just so much dead weight. As the city’s lamplighters plied their trade, a debate arose around Longman’s table that reprised different facets of the same incongruity. In what did a tradition consist? To what extent were ancient sources of any tradition—sacred, secular, classical, scriptural—relevant in rapidly modernizing London? How much authority should be ascribed to ancient sources, and which ones, and why? Among the guests at Longman’s dinner was the physician and natural philosopher Thomas Young. How he tried to read the writing systems of ancient Egypt, and why he only partly succeeded, are questions bound up with the table talk that night at Longman’s. Young’s work with the Egyptian scripts occurred at a moment when traditional forms of authority were rapidly ceding ground to secular ones, particularly modern science. Although the Egyptian controversy was still in the distance, by 1803 Young was already involved in broader but related arguments about the relevance of antiquity to contemporary problems.

“A plain man of the old citizen style,” the redoubtable Longman had selected his guests with a canny publisher’s eye, attentive to their overlapping interests in antiquity and science, subjects of special concern to Longman.2 Four of Longman’s guests were additionally committed to establishing a distinct literary heritage for Scotland at a time when Edinburgh vied with London for cultural dominance by positioning itself as morally and aesthetically superior to the corrupt imperial metropolis.3 Two of Longman’s guests that evening, David Irving and Thomas Campbell, were Scots poets with pronounced antiquarian interests. A third was a promising young writer by the name of Walter Scott, then a barrister and sheriff in Selkirk who had just published three volumes of folk ballads collected from the northern border; Longman would soon become his London publisher of a related work, The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805).4 Joining them was the poet, antiquary, and political satirist George Ellis and two representatives of scientific London: Humphry Davy, presently the toast of London’s social scene thanks to his engaging public lecture series at the newly established Royal Institution, and Young himself, who was also lecturing at the Royal Institution and who was Ellis’s longtime friend. “Such guests as these,” Irving later recollected, “could not now be assembled at any table in the kingdom.”5

Of this group, Ellis was the éminence grise. A fellow of the Society of Antiquaries since 1800, Ellis had cemented his reputation with Specimens of the Early English Poets (1790), a wide-ranging miscellany that brought antique poetic forms to contemporary readers; a second edition appeared in 1801, expanded to include examples of poetry in the languages of medieval Scotland and Ireland. Irving was finishing Lives of the Scottish Poets, the first Scots literary historiography, a work he considered no mere scholarly exercise but the first “literary biography of Scotland.”6 In contrast to Ellis and Irving, on the evening of Longman’s party, Scott was only thirty-two and virtually unknown. Nevertheless, he was, according to Irving, “at all times conspicuous for his social powers, and for his strong practical sense … full of good humor and [with] many stories to tell.” In keeping with his excellent reputation as a lecturer, the chemist Davy also showed himself admirably, “willing to talk, in an easy and unpretending strain, on any subject that was discussed.” Irving was less impressed by Campbell, who was still a relative newcomer. His pretensions offended Irving, who recalled that “[a]mong these men, Campbell did not appear to much advantage: he was too ambitious to shine, nor was he successful in any of his attempts.”7

Irving’s criticism hinted at trouble simmering beneath the evening’s surface while adroitly sidestepping the fact that Campbell was only half-responsible for the argument that boiled over by evening’s end. New methods of textual criticism had recently arrived on British shores, threatening to supplant traditional appreciations of classical sources on antiquarian or aesthetic grounds.8 That evening at Longman’s, Young locked horns with Campbell specifically over “the Homeric Question,” an ancient debate concerning Homer’s authorship of the Iliad and the Odyssey that had sparked a reassessment of the authority of classical antiquity, its relevance to contemporary audiences, and the relationship of ancient texts to oral sources. Irving recalled that Campbell “was much inclined to dilate on the subject of Homer, and the poems which bear his name, but on various points was opposed with equal decision and coolness by Dr. Young.” Their argument, Irving noted, turned specifically on the significance of Friedrich August Wolf’s Prolegomena ad Homerum (1795), which Irving credited as having “introduced a new era in classical criticism.” The Prolegomena refreshed the question, attributed originally to a group of Alexandrine skeptics known as the Chorizontes, of whether a single person—the bard, Homer—was responsible for the epics. Considered a modern approach to ancient texts, Wolf’s philology carried a strong whiff of fashionable, scientific London, which eagerly sought fresh uses for antiquity in architecture, literature, and fine arts.9

Expressions of Scots nationalism may have been uniquely problematic for Young, who was still smarting from an anonymous attack on his wave theory of light in the January 1803 issue of the Edinburgh Review. The author of the attack was Henry Brougham, an Edinburgh lawyer and sometime mathematician who was also one of the Review’s founders.10 The attack was understood specifically in terms of Scottish perfidy. At the end of the nineteenth century William Henry Milburn, an American Methodist preacher, characterized the affair as nothing less than an infiltration into England from the barbaric North: “No sooner had Young’s ‘Memoir on Light’ appeared than Brougham rushed to attack him with all the fierce savagery of his cattle-stealing, house-burning, marauding forebears,” he wrote, further describing Brougham as a “fierce and turbulent young borderer” with “a memory like a row of pegs to hang grudges on.”11 Young replied to Brougham in a detailed but comparatively restrained rebuttal that concluded with a vow thereafter “to confine my studies and my pen to medical subjects only,” a promise soon abandoned.12 Others more talented at public relations rallied to his defense, and the matter was dropped in favor of broadsides against the Edinburgh Review and its writers.13 Nevertheless, the wound remained. All Campbell had to do was salt it.

Recalling the fight, Irving gave few specifics, so we can’t be sure of the precise terms of either Campbell’s position or Young’s. We can infer some possibilities, however, by examining Wolf’s approach in terms of what it likely implied for them both. Rather than using the Homeric texts as a pretext for effusions over the talents of the bard, Wolf focused on the long trail of transcribed, translated, incomplete, and fragmentary documents comprising the Homeric corpus.14 By separating the remnant text from its origins, Wolf made it difficult for readers to read Homeric epics literally, that is, to slip imaginatively from Homer’s text to Homer’s world. The boundary Wolf set upon the reader’s imagination would have proven uncongenial to Campbell, who hoped to move readers to identify with collective experiences—of battle, of nationality—through epic poems intended to suggest not fantasy re-creations of the ancient world but its historical and social realities. Wolf’s argument, in contrast, asserted that contemporary Homeric texts not only bore little resemblance to the original poems but also revealed more about the poems’ Alexandrine reception than about either Homer or his context. “The Homer that we hold in our hands now,” Wolf wrote, “is not the one who flourished in the mouths of the Greeks of his own day, but one variously altered, interpolated, corrected, and emended … Learned and clever men have long felt their way to this conclusion by using various scattered bits of evidence; but now the voices of all periods joined together bear witness, and history speaks.”15

History did indeed speak—though most frequently in ways that modern historians are not likely to applaud. As the favored historical mode of the period, antiquarianism—history as delectation, according to which objects were valued simply for their age or aesthetic qualities—was closely allied to the interests of virtually all the guests at Longman’s party, albeit in different ways. Antiquarianism was, first of all, a way to claim a heritage. In 1818, Scott commissioned J.M.W. Turner as one of several artists to make the sketches for his Provincial Antiquities (1819–26), a catalog of the remnants of Scotland’s remote past that were still extant and visible in the landscape.16 During a two-week trip around the north, Turner filled three sketchbooks with drawings of prominent ruins juxtaposed with smaller human and animal figures, according to a compositional principle similar to that of his Fifth Plague of Egypt. Although these compositions connected viewers with an exalted heritage, they did so ambiguously, by putting them on the scene of its decay. In Scott’s The Antiquary (1816), ambiguity gave way to outright irony, as the novel poked fun at both the antiquarian’s fantasies of belonging to an exalted past and the scholar who threatened to undermine those fantasies using philology.

Wolf’s historicism notwithstanding, he never claimed that close study of the Homeric texts could offer no knowledge whatsoever of remote antiquity. On the contrary, he believed that Homer was at least partially retrievable by means of the separation of older material—at least as far as Wolf would identify it—from later editorial intrusions.17 As we will see in later chapters, this methodically comparative approach bore a strong resemblance to the talent for sorting and classifying that Young would later bring to bear on many projects, including his work on the Egyptian scripts. In a cognate manner, Wolf had combed the Venice scholia for inconsistencies of tone, diction, word choice, punctuation, and meter that signaled minute departures from a more authentically Homeric presentation, at least by his lights.18 The result was dry, tedious, and not especially rewarding to those, like Campbell, who doggedly sought evidence in ancient epics to underwrite claims to a very old, literate civilization with which he could identify on grounds of national heritage.19

Campbell would certainly have been wary of Wolf’s interpretation of the Homeric epics. To him it was unthinkable that the poems as they stood did not fully convey the rich texture of antique life, and his own verses were steeped in the sentimentality he wished to attribute to Homer. In 1803, Campbell’s offerings included a lyric poem about the battle of Hohenlinden. “The combat deepens. On, ye brave, / Who rush to glory, or the grave!” is an apposite example of his style. Another of his efforts, “Lochiel’s Warning” (1802) effected a similarly lugubrious commemoration of the bloody defeat of Charles Stuart’s forces at the battle of Culloden Moor, with consequent crackdowns on Highlanders. Just as he sought to evoke the emotions of battle in his own poetry, Campbell similarly thought to hear the cries of the Achaeans in the Homeric epics. From the very sonority of the ancient words, he opined, anyone might glean their emotional meaning. Concerning Homer, he once asked a friend, “Don’t the words carry the meaning to your ear?” She replied disappointingly that the poem, “very fine [as] it is,” nevertheless conveyed “no distinct ideas to my mind.”20

Campbell’s heated lyricism appealed to contemporary moods that followed the loss, in the eighteenth century, of the traditional Highlands world. This upheaval found expression in a controversy over the provenance of Fragments of Ancient Poetry, collected in the Highlands of Scotland, and translated from the Galic [sic] or Erse language, published by the Scottish poet James Macpherson in 1760. Purported to be translations of an ancient Gaelic saga, the Fragments featured a Scots hero known as Ossian and implicitly glorified an ancient Scots civilization.21 Oriented ambivalently toward London, Edinburgh’s literary establishment welcomed the Fragments as proof of a local poetic genius independent of England.22 Decades before Campbell’s Hohenlinden, Macpherson’s Fragments sang a remarkably similar tune: “Oscur my son came down; the mighty in battle descended … There was the clashing of swords; there was the voice of steel. They stuck and they thrust; they digged for death with their swords … Here rest the pursuer and the pursued.”23

Such strong stuff well suited a period of imperial expansion and the resistance such expansion inevitably induced. Even Napoleon admired the epic, and rumors of its inauthenticity did nothing to stanch its popularity.24 As late as 1810, one could find echoes of Ossian in works by authors such as John Grieve, an Edinburgh businessman not overly burdened with work, who wrote Lochiel’s Farewell, a lament for the Highlands after Culloden, that “Land of proud hearts and mountains gray, / Where Fingal fought and Ossian sung!” That these works were sufficiently popular to attract publishers attests to a profound need for recognition and solace in light of the failed struggle against intrusions from the South. The counterresistance—to Ossian, and by extension to an independent Scots literary tradition—also persisted for decades after Macpherson’s Fragments appeared.25 By the time Longman arranged his dinner party, the reaction had become so common as to constitute a tradition in itself—one in which Young, by temperament, training, and family connections, was firmly rooted. As a doctor and natural philosopher, he was an increasingly prominent representative of philosophical London; as the scion of a prominent Quaker family with firm ties to London’s literary establishment, he was bound in yet another way to the values of the metropolis. Young would have found it hard to agree with Campbell about Wolf’s approach to Homer for these reasons alone. But there were others.

Take Samuel Johnson. A frequent household guest of Young’s great-uncle and major patron Brocklesby, Johnson was fiercely skeptical of claims made for the authenticity of the Ossian poems. The popularity of Macpherson’s Fragments prompted Johnson to remark that the “Scots have something to plead for their easy reception of an improbable fiction: they are seduced by their fondness for their supposed ancestors. A Scotchman must be a very sturdy moralist, who does not love Scotland better than truth; he will always love it better than inquiry: and if falsehood flatters his vanity, [he] will not be very diligent to detect it.”26 His animadversions on the Fragments, set forth in his Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775), led to a famous dispute with Macpherson over the work’s authenticity.27

As a lexicographer invested in the production of a standardized English, Johnson was committed to a normalization of writing that was incompatible with enthusiasm for excursions into oral forms and vernaculars.28 His view was also consistent with commitment to a special kind of literate culture that tallied with England’s long-standing admiration for ancient Greece. Johnson may not have been as enamored of Greek as many of his contemporaries, but he had taught it as a young man, and others confirmed his considerable knowledge. Admirers of Johnson’s Grecianism included Edinburgh’s professor of Greek, Andrew Dalzel, who later became a good friend of Young’s.29 In keeping with this privileging of Greek literature, particularly the Homeric epics, Johnson asserted that the Ossian epic must be a sham because it was simply “too long to be remembered, and the language formerly had nothing written”—a point that anticipated Wolf’s use of the Homeric epics as evidence for the centrality of writing in the transmission of any ancient language. As we will see, this point may also have proved troublesome for Campbell in his debate with Young at Longman’s.

Those who, like Johnson, could credit the Fragments with neither authenticity nor literary value frequently presupposed that literate cultures were more civilized than oral ones, a view that raised few eyebrows in Johnson’s day. Most followed John Locke in seeing language simply as a means of expressing ideas derived from experience with the natural world; languages had emerged as soon as primitive people could emit cries that went beyond expressions of pain, pleasure, or fear. To be sure, writing per se was not of the same urgent concern as language itself. But because inscription systems necessarily involved complex syntax and semantics, it followed that only linguistically advanced cultures could have developed the art.30 This view of language’s evolution and its implications for writing persisted in various guises through the 1830s in England, most famously in John Horne Tooke’s well-known philosophical-philological treatise The Diversions of Purley (1785–1805), and it became for a time the dominant linguistic theory in Britain.31

Alternative views did exist, however. At least one of them, expounded by the prominent Scottish jurist James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, was substantial enough to compel Johnson’s serious attention. Monboddo, whom Young would meet, rejected the idea that language resulted from the sonic expression of ideas grounded principally in experience of nature.32 In his Origin and Progress of Language (1773), Monboddo instead argued for language’s basis in culture and history. “I maintain,” he asserted, “that the faculty of speech is not the gift of nature to man, but, like many others, is acquired by him; that not only must there have been society before language was invented, but that it must have subsisted a considerable time, and other arts have been invented, before this most difficult one was found out.” Indeed, “without the closest intercourse of social life, it appears to me impossible, that an art of such refinement as the art of language could have been discovered.”33

The advent of a symbolizing process did not guarantee that expression would be efficient. On the contrary, Monboddo remarked, primitive languages were often cumbersome. The first true words could not have been the monosyllabic cries that Johnson, following Locke, had imagined.34 “That the first articulate cries expressed the names of things, I can no more believe,” Monboddo wrote, “than that the neighing of a horse, or the lowing of a cow, is a name for any thing.” Rather, these primitive utterances must have been polysyllabic—as one could see, Monboddo averred, in languages such as those of the indigenous Huron of North America.35 He maintained that their language consisted of “words of a remarkable length” formed from smaller units in ever-longer concatenations that dwarfed those “found in the languages of civilized nations.” Speakers of these syntactically unsophisticated languages simply agglutinated noises to create meanings, using tone and gesture to express fine distinctions nonlinguistically. In perfect speech, Monboddo wrote, “There should be no obscurity or ambiguity … otherwise the principal end of language cannot be answered, which is to convey the meaning to the hearer. In both these last articles the barbarous languages are very deficient and they supply the defect, we are told, by accents or tones of the voice, and no doubt by gestures, or action of the body.” Putatively more civilized speakers, such as the ancient Greeks and even the Romans, relied on the condensing power of syntax to accomplish the same thing. Replacing concatenation and gesture, syntax made primitive theatricality redundant; rhetorically stylish expression—the skilled deployment of syntactical structures, or the “art of composition,” as Monboddo called it—supplanted a primitive gestural lyricism.36

Touring Scotland, Johnson met Monboddo, remarking that “the magnetism of his conversation easily drew us out of our way.”37 In a 1773 letter to Hester Thrale Piozzi, Johnson noted a fundamental conflict between their views of language and civilization, relating that in conversation, “Monboddo declared boldly for the Savage and I perhaps for that reason sided with the Citizen.” The dispute with Monboddo pervaded Johnson’s Highlands tour. Johnson could not accept that primeval languages were constructed in Monboddo’s fashion. Such a thing could not have obtained in the dawn of civilization or indeed among the contemporary barbarians Johnson identified as Highland Scots. He described their language as “the rude speech of a barbarous people, who had few thoughts to express, and were content, as they conceived grossly, to be grossly understood.”38 For Johnson the pitting of “Savage” against “Citizen” equated to the opposition of language primeval to language civilized. Monboddo’s linguistically developing primitive contrasted sharply with Johnson’s image of the civilized exemplar, characterized above all by the possession of sophisticated—and ipso facto written—language.39 Unsurprisingly, Johnson was no more enamored of Monboddo’s theory of language than of Macpherson’s Ossianic epics. “Monboddo does not know that he is talking nonsense,” Johnson remarked to James Boswell.40

Despite his differences with Locke and Johnson, abbreviation was important even to Monboddo, who understood the art of composition as exerting the relevant concentrating force. For all three, and their successors, the more closely a language approached the quick economy of thought, the more civilized its speakers were believed to be.41 Abbreviation, a method of compression that made expression more efficient, played an important role in virtually all theories of linguistic development around the turn of the century. Tooke, whom Young admired, promoted a similar view just a few years later.42 Looking back on the period and its intellectual fashions, William Hazlitt in 1835 described Tooke’s linguistics in terms of the new chemistry: “Mr. Tooke … treated words as the chemists do substances; he separated those which are compounded from those which are not decomposable. He did not explain the obscure by the more obscure, but the difficult by the plain, the complex by the simple. This alone is proceeding upon the true principles of science.” Even language might have become more efficient over epochs, or so the new philology suggested.43

When Longman gathered his guests, Johnson and Macpherson were long dead, and Monboddo’s corpse was not so fresh, either. But their influence persisted as part of a lingering argument over the uses to which antiquity should be put. To reject the possibility of an oral tradition capable of rendering epic sagas into writing was to reject Macpherson, Ossian, and the general idea of an independent Scots poetic genius arising from a distant past. Wolf certainly opposed this idea in its narrowest form, as a principle of classical philology: Homer’s poems could not stand on their own as proof of the existence of a literate culture in Homer’s day. But if philologists were the only authoritative interpreters of ancient texts, then the ambitions of those like Campbell, who sought to anchor a national identity in the written remnants of an ancient epic, were insupportable. Although patriotic Scots robustly reciprocated English disdain, mere contempt proved a poor defense against Wolf’s philology.

In this context, Campbell might easily have transmuted a debate about ancient poetry into a personal affront. In doing so, however, he seems to have crossed a line. Scott, who had freely interpreted the lowlands ballads he and Ellis collected, might have taken a position similar to Campbell’s on the Homeric question, and surely Ellis had a stake in the argument as well. Yet, that night at Longman’s, as Young and Campbell argued, neither Scott nor Ellis intervened. Campbell “began to wax somewhat too earnest,” Irving reported, and, “finding that he did not attract all the attention to which he evidently thought himself entitled, he started from his seat at an early hour, and quitted the room with a very hasty step.”44 Campbell’s enthusiasm for recovering a golden age of Scots heroism could not have appealed to Young, who had little interest in a people who, like the antique Picts, hardly reached what Young and others of his time took to be the high social and intellectual order epitomized by Greeks of the classical era. We shall see that the inhabitants of ancient Egypt were, to Young, little different in this respect from Campbell’s Scots.

That night at Longman’s, Young’s reading of Egyptian hieroglyphs—the work that would secure his popular fame in England and his notoriety in France—was still in the distance. As he did with Brougham, and as he had just done with Campbell, Young would once again find himself locked in battle with a kind of alter ego. And yet, though he had vanquished Campbell that evening and would, in time, vanquish Brougham, he would not fare so well with Champollion. Young’s failure stemmed from assumptions about language and writing that led him to disdain a civilization he saw as depraved. As we shall see, Champollion brought to the problem a considerably wider and more sympathetic perspective that would in the end secure his success.





 




CHAPTER 2

IN THE CLASSROOM OF NATURE


Thomas Young suffered a prodigy’s childhood: his intellectual reach rarely exceeded his grasp, and the adults responsible for his education routinely scrambled to find appropriate teachers and schools. Born in 1773 in Milverton, Somerset, to a strict Quaker family, Young had learned to read by the age of two; at four he had “read the Bible twice through” and was soon memorizing poetry. As he grew, so did his awareness that those around him had limitations he did not share. His voracious reading served him well in this regard, providing essential recognition his immediate family could not.1 He spent most of his first six years at the home of his maternal grandfather, Robert Davis (d. 1785), “a merchant of great respectability,” and supplemented his attendance at the local village school with private instruction by his aunt, Mary Davis.2 When he was six, Young “learnt by heart” Oliver Goldsmith’s Deserted Village. Dedicated to his friend Sir Joshua Reynolds, whom Young would meet years later in London as an acquaintance of Brocklesby, Goldsmith’s lament for the idyllic imaginary village of Auburn decried its eventual destruction by the forces of untrammeled wealth:


The man of wealth and pride

Takes up a space that many poor supplied;

Space for his lake, his park’s extended bounds,

Space for his horses, equipage, and hounds;

The robe that wraps his limbs in silken sloth,

Has robbed the neighbouring fields of half their growth;

His seat, where solitary sports are seen,

Indignant spurns the cottage from the green;

Around the world each needful product flies,

For all the luxuries the world supplies.

While thus the land adorned for pleasure all

In barren splendour feebly waits the fall.3





Goldsmith’s sentiments would have been congenial in a Quaker household, which deplored extravagant display, though its deprecation of trade was rather out of step with Young’s grandfather’s substantial success as a merchant.

Rural melancholy soon gave way to Latin grammar, a curricular expansion consistent with educational expectations for male children of Young’s social class, and consonant as well with his grandfather’s interest in classical learning. The exchange of lyric poetry for Latin grammar was accompanied by heightened feelings of practical obligation, likely also imbibed from his worldly grandfather, who placed firm limits on the extent to which Young was permitted to absorb himself in ancient epics and dead languages. From an early age, Young’s enthusiasm for classical learning mingled with an awareness of the practical advantages offered by direct study of nature. This tension would mark Young’s entire career. Reflecting years later on his early education, he wrote, the “principles which I imbibed, and the habits which I formed under the guidance of these dear and excellent relatives, have more or less determined my character in future life.”4

A closer look at Young’s reading from this early period reveals a pattern of ambivalence about the value of classical learning. While the study of classical languages was acceptable, substantial engagement with the ideas of antiquity risked charges of pretension, which meshed poorly with Quaker ideals of simplicity, industry, and naturalness. Young’s earliest reading assignments, completed under the tutelage of an otherwise unknown “dissenting clergyman” named Knyston, included Gay’s Fables, a compendium of satirical verse by one of the eighteenth century’s most biting ironists, John Gay, who nurtured a special aversion to scholarly pretension. In his “The Shepherd and the Philosopher,” an unlettered shepherd “modestly” avers that, although he knows nothing of classical learning, “From nature too I take my rule, / To shun contempt and ridicule. / I never, with important air, / In conversation over-bear.” Direct, industrious Nature contrasts with the overweening “philosopher” who disparages the shepherd by asking:


Whence is thy learning? Hath thy toil

O’er books consum’d the midnight-oil?

Hast thou old Greece and Rome survey’d

And the vast sense of Plato weigh’d?

Hath Socrates thy soul refin’d,

And has though fathom’d Tully’s mind?

Or, like the wise Ulysses, thrown,

By various fates, on realms unknown,

Hast thou through many cities stray’d,

Their customs, laws, and manners weigh’d?





Here we see a tension between the study of the experiences and wisdom of antiquity in contrast to a “rule” that can be learned from the observation of an assiduous Nature inspired by “[t]he daily labours of the bee,” which “[a]wake my soul to industry.” A paean to hard work in a classroom devoted to lessons drawn from nature, the poem concludes on a distinctly worldly note: “[H]e who studies nature’s laws, / From certain truths his maxims draws: / And those without our schools, suffice, / To make men moral, good and wise.”5

Young would soon consume a great deal of classical material but, like the busy, worldly personification of Nature in Gay’s poem, he never devoted himself to ancient learning per se—to learning, that is, outside of works on mathematics and natural philosophy. Although he was hardly alone in this by the late eighteenth century, he found a unique resolution to the tension. The structure of Latin and especially Greek rhetoric mirrored for him the directness of observation of the natural world. From an early age, Young understood language as one of many props in the classroom of nature, substantially separate from the culture in which it was embedded. Nevertheless, despite being one natural object in a world full of them, language also had a distinctive moral valence. Like nature itself, the purest linguistic forms were simple and governed by unpretentious rule—rather like an ideal Quaker home.

Around 1780, Young was sent to a “miserable boarding school” run by a certain King and located near Bristol.6 There he suffered for a year and half, all the while developing the knack of teaching himself. He first learned arithmetic with the aid of Francis Walkinghame’s widely used Tutor’s Assistant, though it seems he hardly needed the help, for Young reached the end of the book before the master had managed to arrive at the middle. Essentially on his own, Young, now eight, worked his way through John Clarke’s treatise on Latin composition as well as Maturinus Corderius’s sixteenth-century Colloquia Scholastica, which illustrated by example how to carry on a correct Latin discussion.7 As ever, Young read a great deal: two books of Phaedrus’s (Aesop’s) Fables, Robinson Crusoe, simplified stories from Shakespeare, and, importantly, his first substantial introduction to natural philosophy, the extraordinarily popular Newtonian System, published by John Newbery. This volume may have particularly appealed, because in it the small master Tom Telescope, “a young gentleman of distinguished abilities,” charmed the Countess of Twilight, as well as her several “young visitors,” by explaining the elements of nothing less than Newtonian natural philosophy. A direct and didactic youngster, Young would easily have seen himself in Tom Telescope, whose disdain for amusements like cardplaying would have been especially resonant in a Quaker home. “Playing at cards for money,” declared Tom, “is so nearly allied to covetousness and cheating, that I abhor it.” Instead, Tom preferred “solving problems and paradoxes on orreries, globes, and maps, and sometimes [to play] at natural philosophy, which I think is very entertaining.” Young learned about matter and motion through evocative examples involving balls and tops, and about sound and light, based on a discussion of “the senses.” For example, Tom explained that sound


is propagated at a great rate; but not near so fast as light.—I don’t know that, says Lady Caroline,—Then your Ladyship has forgot what passed in our Lecture upon Air, replied the Philosopher [i.e., young Tom]; and to confirm by experiment what I advanced, I must beg his Lordship to order one of the servants to go a distance into the park, and discharge a gun.—The gentlemen were averse to this; it being an observation they had made a hundred times; but to gratify the young people, my Lord ordered his game-keeper out; and when the piece was discharged, they had the satisfaction of seeing the fire long before they heard the report.8



Mercifully released from the clutches of King’s school, Young at eight and a half returned home to spend six months revisiting places of happy memory. During this period, he spent many hours with a close neighbor named Kingdon, “a man of great ingenuity who, though originally a tailor, had raised himself by his talents and good conduct to a respectable situation in life—being at that time a land-surveyor and also land-steward to several gentlemen in the neighbourhood.” In Kingdon’s library, Young discovered a three-volume Dictionary of Arts and Sciences,9 in which were illustrated instructions for making intriguing devices, some of which Kingdon, as a surveyor, had on hand. Because the descriptions were quite difficult even for a child as adept as Young, Kingdon’s daughters and nephew explained to him the operations of the devices.10

In 1782, after a long search, Young joined a Quaker school run by Thomas Thompson in the town of Compton in Dorsetshire. Apart from a six-month interruption in 1784, Young flourished there for four years. As “a man of liberal and enlarged mind,” Thompson “possessed a tolerable collection of English and classical books, which his pupils were allowed to make use of.”11 At Thompson’s Young also learned how to turn a lathe, grind colors for drawing, and make telescopes, thanks to lessons from the mechanic, Josiah Jeffrey. When Jeffrey left, Young appropriated “some of his employments and perquisites” to sell “paper, copper-plates, copy-books, and colours to my schoolfellows.” This entrepreneurialism, coupled with his parents’ allowance, enabled him to buy from Thompson “some Greek and Latin books” and Arius Montanus’s Hebrew Bible, whose edition was widely used to teach Hebrew, for it also contained Greek and Latin versions of the texts. Years later Young recalled that he “was at that time enamoured of Oriental literature … and before I left Compton school, I had succeeded in getting through six chapters of the Hebrew Bible.”12 Already an inveterate list maker, Young kept careful track of his reading, so we can follow his developing expertise in languages from his ninth to fourteenth year. He completed his reading of Phaedrus, begun at Kingdon’s, and pressed on to Virgil, an “expurgated” Horace, and Cicero. He studied Greek grammar using the standard Westminster school text, a short and stringent compendium, “the greater part of which I committed to memory.”13 By 1786 he was reading the Iliad.

Meanwhile, he pursued his interests in natural philosophy, which were no doubt stimulated by working at lathing and telescopes with Jeffrey, who also lent books. These loans took Young considerably beyond Tom Telescope. One, John Ryland’s “easy and pleasant introduction” to Newton, was already too simple for him. But the other, Benjamin Martin’s “new and comprehensive system” of the same, was more appropriately challenging. For there he found, among other topics, an extensive lecture on optics, and, Young recollected, “rules for the practical construction of optical instruments.” From Martin he learned for the first time about the structure of the eye, its function as an image-forming, organic device, and its most common defects. In small text at the bottom of the pages, Martin developed his account using Newtonian fluxional calculus, which at the time was beyond Young. Curious to understand the fluxional parts of Martin, Young read “a year or two afterwards,” that is, probably in 1786, a “short introduction to the subject,” most likely by Thomas Simpson.14

Young’s study of mathematics, which went much beyond arithmetic, revealed a practical orientation. Reading Ewing’s 1779 Synopsis, he focused on topics related principally to surveying (e.g., plane trigonometry) but omitting the chapter on gunnery, anathema to a Quaker. He studied as well Dilworth’s sensible Young Book-Keeper’s Assistant, replete with examples of how to balance debt with credit.15 Young supplemented these studies with explorations of “Modern Geometry (meaning Algebra)” in the works of John Ward’s somewhat outdated Compendium, which he complemented with a more modern, practical work by Charles Vyse.16

Even on vacations, Young pursued his interest in practical matters, mechanical devices, and measurement. Visiting the Davis household, he came to know “a saddler of the name of Atkins, a person of considerable mechanical skill and ingenuity.” John Atkins was the first professional natural philospher Young had met; in 1784, Atkins’s measurements of local atmospheric pressure, temperature, wind direction, and weather appeared in the London Philosophical Transactions in a paper communicated by Sir Joseph Banks, the society’s president. From Atkins Young learned to use a quadrant to measure heights. Another Quaker in Young’s circle, Morris Birkbeck, urged botany on Young, who thereupon combined botanizing with his enthusiasm for lathing and optical devices by constructing a microscope.17

Chemistry entered as well when Young read the work of Joseph Priestley, discoverer of “eminently respirable air” (oxygen, or, as he conceived it, “dephlogisticated gas”). Priestley mingled chemical discussion and description with his views on philosophical investigation. The preface to the volume that Young likely had, and which “delighted [him] greatly,” included an apposite remark that insisted on two of a student’s larger rights—to self-determination and to taking responsibility for error—which Young’s own works in natural philosophy and, later, Egyptian writing would later exemplify:18


[A] person who means to serve the cause of science effectually, must hazard his own reputation so far as to risk even mistakes in things of less moment. Among a multiplicity of new objects, and new relations, some will necessarily pass without sufficient attention; but if a man be not mistaken in the principal objects of his pursuits, he has no occasion to distress himself about lesser things.19





It is not hard to discern the sources of this remark’s appeal to Young. Priestley’s autonomy, for one, would have been congenial. A Unitarian minister with unorthodox religious and political views, Priestley cared little for public opinion. His political commitments included opposition to the “American War,” as it was known in Britain, and support for the French Revolution—two unpopular causes that contributed to Priestley’s 1794 emigration to America three years after an angry Birmingham mob incinerated his house. In Priestley, perhaps Young saw a role model—a person whose integrity stemmed from a set of lucidly understood values that also informed his approach to natural phenomena.

At Thompson’s Young had begun to study French and Italian, assisted in the latter by a schoolmate named Fox who “had made himself master” of the language. Avid to learn “Oriental” tongues besides Hebrew, Young sought the help of a dissenting minister, Joshua Toulmin, whose Baptist congregation met at the Mary Street Unitarian Chapel in Taunton, not far from the Davis home in Milverton. Like Priestley, Toulmin opposed the “American War” and was attacked for supporting the French Revolution.20 “That most excellent man, Mr. Toulmin,” Young recalled, lent him “grammars for ‘Chaldee,’ ” the colloquial term for Aramaic, the language spoken in Israel at the time of Christ, as well as “Syriac and Samaritan,” both Aramaic dialects. Toulmin was himself a prolific writer of books and essays, and from him Young also borrowed “The Lord’s Prayer in more than 100 Languages, the examination of which gave me extraordinary pleasure.” And for the first time Young read a work by Gregory Sharpe, also lent by Toulmin, on the origin and nature of languages, which took an evolutionary view of their development.21

Sharpe died two years before Young was born; by the time Young was old enough to read him, he was already nearly forgotten. But because Sharpe viewed linguistic evolution in terms of changes specifically in orthography, his posthumous contribution to Young’s intellectual development is worth discussion. Although a youthful “indiscretion” had removed Sharpe from Westminster sometime around 1729 or 1730, the scandal did little to undermine his respectability. By the time he died, in 1771, he was chaplain to George III and master of London’s ancient Temple Church. Sharpe also wrote a great deal, ranging from sermons to works on classical subjects, in which he became so respected an authority that he eventually became the director of London’s Society of Antiquaries.

Where Sharpe’s linguistic interests overlapped with natural philosophy, they also tended to land him in the midst of religious controversy. His defense of Newtonianism extended to a planned treatise against the Hutchinsonians, some of whom, following their leader John Hutchinson, regarded Newton’s concept of gravity as tending to irreligion. Hutchinson insisted that proper philosophy could be found complete in the Mosaic texts, which further led him to argue that Hebrew should be read without points (vowel marks) since these must have been added a millennium and a half after Moses by Jewish scholars, the Masoretes, and were therefore not actually used by the ancient Hebrews. Sharpe, in contrast, held that the vowel points were merely unnatural intrusions into an otherwise simple linguistic structure.

Although Sharpe’s treatise against Hutchinson’s anti-Newtonianism never reached print, we have remarkable visual evidence of it, for he had commissioned an etching by Hogarth that “depicts the dead Hutchinson, now transfigured into a lunar witch, dispensing a torrent of fluid nonsense—obeying the law of universal gravity—that washes away the corpses of his disciples (the mice), who died as a consequence of reading his book. The few remaining disciples continue to attack Newton’s Principia and his telescope, but to no avail” (fig. 2.1).22 Although Young likely never knew of Sharpe’s unpublished brief, he might have heard about Hutchinson since the latter despised Quakers as exclusionist blasphemers.23 In any case Young did thoroughly absorb Sharpe’s views on languages—and linguistic representation in script.

Hebrew, in Sharpe’s view, not only came closest to the earliest language but was also uniquely related to human vocal apparatus. Moreover, Hebrew syntax developed by mating the affordances of this natural apparatus with orthography. Following the sixteenth-century philologist Isaac Casaubon, Sharpe asserted that students would gain “a more perfect knowledge” of Greek by studying Hebrew because “the greatest part of the Greek language is most evidently derived from the Oriental dialects.” Continuing in a romantic vein sure to capture the adolescent Young’s attention, Sharpe assured readers that with Hebrew would come Arabic, with which one could “search after the remains of ancient Aegypt, Greece and Rome, which may still be found, perhaps in the manuscripts of the East.” This may have been Young’s first encounter with the language of ancient Egypt. Even if it were not, Sharpe’s analysis evinced a way of thinking about languages and scripts that Young “studied with great diligence.”24

[image: ]
FIGURE 2.1. Frontis-piss etching by Hogarth, intended for Gregory Sharpe’s unpublished polemic against John Hutchinson. © The Trustees of the British Museum.


Hebrew, Sharpe insisted, was so simple that “one may be forgiven for calling it the language of nature, or the first language of the world.”25 The notion that Hebrew may have been the original language was hardly new, but Sharpe went on to sketch a plan for linguistic evolution in which Hebrew, stripped of points, exemplified the structure of the first languages.26 Though he mentioned neither Locke nor Condillac, Sharpe wrote in a broadly Lockean vein by setting aside the notion that the first language was “a gift from the creator.” The “creator,” Sharpe contended, generated only an innate ability to assimilate the world’s sounds and assemble them into meaningful linguistic structures. Instead of being a divine gift, language had its roots “in the wild notes of animals untaught, and every other sound from things animate or inanimate, at first imitated by man, originally endued with powers and propensity to imitate, and then improved by art and use, and at length diversified, by a thousand different circumstances, till all traces of its original form seem obliterated or over-run, so as not to be discoverable.”27 Language emerged out of the “necessity and convenience” required to deal with natural circumstance.

Sharpe waffled as to just how the creator communicated with Adam. Departing from the traditional view, Sharpe did not think that Adam spoke Hebrew. Sharpe allowed that Adam may have been “endowed with one tongue” but, in those earliest times before Babel, there may have in fact been “more than one original language,” such as Chinese or “most probably the old Aegyptian.”28 Sharpe also conjectured a match between language and vocal apparatus. Here Hebrew provided the medium, as the language was traditionally held to be the most perfectly correlated with that apparatus.29 “Man has natural sounds, as every other animal has,” Sharpe opined. The first words for animals were therefore human imitations of animal sounds. Noting that Hebrew has clear examples of sound referents, Sharpe transliterated אדק (partridge) as quera, inserting the intermediary vowels, and claimed that it “happily expresses the note of a partridge, when she is calling to her young.” He provided many such examples to drive the point home. Significantly, nature, and not some creator, supplied the cornucopia of sounds that could be turned into representation; “art” was necessary to produce syntactical language. And about that Sharpe had a theory.

Simplicity was the key to Sharpe’s conception. In creating novel words humans combined available elements in the most efficient fashion. These combinations were arbitrary but short, “for ease of memory, and readiness of speech.” Hence Hebrew’s primitives “seldom or never exceed three letters.” Simple combinations based on animal sounds preceded more complex ones and leaned heavily on consonants. To generate complexity, Sharpe invoked combinatorics, a move that surely appealed to Young, who was increasingly interested in mathematics and mathematical philosophy. According to Sharpe, when letters are taken in pairs, an alphabet of twenty-two letters, such as Hebrew, yielded too few primitives, while four at a time produced too many. By means of an elaborate arithmetical argument, Sharpe found that three-letter roots provided just the right number of words—245,410 by his unusual count.30 Over time inflections and other speech forms would be added, yielding complex syntactical structures. “From this draught,” he wrote, “rude and imperfect as it is, may be traced the several steps or outlines of language, from the natural notes of man in his infant state, through its progress to perfection.”31

The human vocal apparatus played a role in language formation. Anatomical features worked in concert, rather like a “musical instrument,” on which the actions of “the skillful artist” would make it “speak a language that shall command all the passions of the hearer,” while the less skilled “shall offend the ear with intolerable harshness and discordance of sounds, by striking false notes, to no time or tune.” Defects in the vocal organs, as well as in hearing, could alter linguistic structures. Climate also made a difference. In warm climes people spoke with open mouths, he believed, and so their “languages abound with gutturals,” whereas in cold climates, closed mouths produced monosyllables. The talents of the anatomist were necessary to apprehend vocalization in all animals, including humans, according to Sharpe. Through anatomy one could learn the ways in which “the use and contrivance of the larynx, and other organs of speech … account[ed] for difference of voice and note in different animals.”32 Sharpe’s anatomical focus would later find an echo in Young’s development of the “vocal circle,” to be discussed below.

Just as language resulted from the transformation of animal utterances into linguistic equivalents, so would the first figural representation of speech have been an image or “rude draught” of the object.33 This was eventually followed by the representation of sound itself through the invention of an alphabet. “It is amazing to think,” Sharpe wrote, “how the objects of one sense, by the use of letters, came at first to be transferred to another sense; how sounds could have been transferred from the ear to the eye; to think how men could contrive a method of conveying, in their own terms, their own thoughts to latest posterity!”34 Here, Sharpe’s views owed much to an important contemporary, the notoriously combative bishop of Gloucester, William Warburton, who advanced similar claims in his controversial Divine Legation of Moses (1738). At this point, Young had not yet read Warburton, but he certainly knew of the latter’s claims, for Sharpe had recapitulated them.

Published a decade before Sharpe’s treatise on language, Warburton’s Legation aimed primarily to prove that Israel was divinely instituted and governed. To do so Warburton inverted Enlightenment claims that religion, via the promise of an afterlife, had been instituted in order to secure moral behavior through fear. Since Moses never mentioned an afterlife, Warburton argued, then Israel must have enjoyed direct divine support; otherwise, it would have collapsed into immorality.35 The Legation included an account of the evolution of writing intended to further Warburton’s claims concerning ancient Israel. According to Warburton, writing developed in three stages as written expression became increasingly abstract, concise, and efficient.36 At each successive stage, particular rules governed the corresponding gain in abstraction and precision. Theological provocations aside, Warburton’s account of the development of writing proved lastingly influential.

The first stage, Warburton said, was “picture-writing,” in which a pictogram stands for an object or a concept, with the pictogram bearing a figurative resemblance to its referent. One familiar recent example of Warburtonian picture-writing might be the series of images one finds included with assemble-it-yourself furniture. This form of writing did not always involve, in modern terminology, logograms—that is, they did not always represent specific words or phrases. A logogram of a bird might stand for the word “bird,” or one of a sun just above a line for the phrase “risen sun,” regardless of how the word is vocalized in any particular language. By contrast, though a drawing of a kneeling man with upraised arms might stand for a logogram that represents the phrase “a man at prayer,” it would not do so according to Warburton’s notion of picture-writing. Such an image would instead signify a situation and not a specific word or phrase. A sign that looks like a kneeling person with arms upraised might stand for any of a variety of ways to speak a condition in which someone, kneeling upon the ground with arms upraised, prays to a god. Such a written sign, or sign sequence, that does not produce a specific word or phrase—Warburtonian picture-writing—is best termed a sematogram to avoid confusion with signs representing words or phrases.37

Because these notions can raise complex issues that will be important for our later discussion of Champollion’s work, if not for understanding Warburton or Sharpe, they are best introduced here. The vocalization of a logogram or logogrammatic sequence obviously depends upon the language of the reader. A sign or sign sequence intended to represent the word for a feathered, flying animal would be vocalized as “bird” in English and “oiseau” in French. Moreover, the order and typology of the signs of an inscription composed of such logograms, even though nonphonographic, may nevertheless depend upon the structure of the underlying language. German, for example, places the verb at the end of a sentence whereas English places it immediately following the subject, so that the English sentence “you caught the yellow bird” would run “you the yellow bird caught” in German order. A logogrammatic sequence written to represent a complex sentence ordered according to English rules might as a result be nearly incomprehensible to a German reader even though the sign sequences do represent words or word phrases that have German cognates. An inscription composed of such signs might yield the precise meaning of the inscriber only to a reader who knows the inscriber’s language. Conversely, the syntactic structure of a logogrammatic sequence written by the speaker of an otherwise unknown language may provide information concerning the language itself. This, we shall see, constituted a central, and quite early, element in the young Champollion’s approach to the Egyptian scripts.

Rules entered Warburton’s second stage of writing when the writing of the first stage became too “inconvenient,” at which time “the more ingenious and civilized nations” invented “methods to abridge it.” As these transformations occurred, the original, unregulated technique became one that involved “both a picture and a character.” To explain this, Warburton divided the resulting “abridgment” into three distinct kinds that emerged successively. In the first, the earlier sematograms were narrowed in a way that brings writing to speech through the representation of set words or phrases, though not specific vocalizations, that is, the introduction of logograms. Warburton described this first transformation as making “the principal circumstance of the subject stand for the whole.” He gave several instances, such as a grapheme of “an armed man casting arrows,” which could represent the word “tumult,” or “two hands, one holding a shield, and the other a bow” to connote the word “battle.” Our previous symbol of the kneeling man might now represent the word “prayer.” This might be termed a graphical version of metonym, for here a possible attribute or instance of a subject stands for the whole.38

Warburton’s next transformation involved representation of an entity or an entity’s power by a “real or metaphorical” means through which it might act. An eye might stand metaphorically for the phrase “God’s omniscience,” while an eye and scepter together might stand for a monarch, according to Warburton’s notion of realistic representation. This is similar to a graphic form of synecdoche in that a real or metaphorical part stands for the whole. Using modern terminology, we might say that Warburton had replaced rule-less sematograms with two classes of logograms of increasing abstraction. In the first, the grapheme represents some thing or things that are normally involved in the subject. In the second, it represents a word or phrase for an entity’s power by means of a part associated with the power’s exerciser. The step from first to second increased the level of abstraction.

Warburton’s third transformation made “one thing stand for, or represent, another, where any quaint resemblance or analogy, in the representative, could be collected from their observations of nature, or their traditional superstitions.” He gave as examples a “sunrise,” represented by the “two eyes of the crocodile, because they seem to emerge from the head,” or “a wife who hates her husband, or children who injure their mother, by a viper.” The abstraction is greater at this third stage, since the grapheme now bears little direct relation to the represented subject. Warburton believed Egyptian hieroglyphs had reached this stage. They were accordingly highly abstract and had logographic significance, but they were not phonographic in the manner of an alphabetic or syllabic system. That is, hieroglyphs did represent elements of speech and could therefore be vocalized in a particular way—but only by a reader who knew the language of the inscriber, since the precise ways in which a sequence of hieroglyphic logograms should be spoken would of course have depended on the grammatical characteristics of the inscriber’s language.

According to Warburton, language developed out of a sort of sign system in which the sign consisted of a physical action that referred symbolically to an event. For support, he adduced the examples of the Hebrew prophets and the Oracle of Delphi.39 Over time, “speaking by action was smoothed and polished into an apologue or fable,” which “corresponds, in all respects, to writing by hieroglyphics, each being the symbol of something else understood.” Like writing, speech had evolved through a process of increasingly abstract representation as simile was displaced by metaphor. “Thus we see,” he concluded, that “the common foundation of all these various modes of writing and speaking, was a picture or image, presented to the imagination thro’ the eyes or ears; which being the simplest and most universal of all kinds of information … we must needs conclude them to be the natural inventions of necessity.”40 Whether vocalized or graphically produced, communication developed according to a pattern of increasing abstractness from a foundation in natural signs. For Warburton this implied that Egyptian hieroglyphs had not been invented by priests “to conceal their knowledge,” as many others, most famously Athanasius Kircher, thought.41 On the contrary, hieroglyphs constituted a highly developed system intended to represent the words and phrases of the Egyptian language.

Unlike Warburton, Sharpe did not provide a detailed account of the evolution of writing, though he did think that alphabetic structures emerged through the transformation of pictograms, with their iconographic significations, into representations of sounds “as they are formed by the organs of speech.”42 Sharpe gave, as an example, the first Hebrew letter, which he imagined to have originated as a pictogram for an ox. It was intrinsically connected to an animal sound, for “the sound of the first letter of the alphabet is the first sound of animals. The name of it [image: ] aleph (alp) implies priority and power, it signifies the ox, and the form of the letter bears some resemblance to the head of that animal, which is the chief of those that man is more immediately concerned with for food.”43 Other letters had similar origins in vocalizations and representative pictograms, according to Sharpe.

Young would read Warburton eventually, but Sharpe’s work prepared him to think about the origins of language in connection with vocalizations, and the earliest writing as involving pictograms of objects. The second of Sharpe’s Two Dissertations corresponded to this way of thinking, for there he argued that Hebrew should be learned without the vowel points added for pronunciation in later centuries. In this Sharpe agreed with the otherwise objectionable Hutchinson, but for the very different reason that, in Sharpe’s opinion, vowel points obscured the evolution of the earliest writing. It is worth noting that Young also read Charles Bayley’s Hebrew grammar, which viewed vowel points as practical necessities, “an essential part of the language.”44 For, Bayley noted, even those who rejected points admitted that they were necessary for pronunciation, regardless of whether they were original to ancient Hebrew. In any case, no one had proposed an alternative to what he asserted would otherwise be an immense number of possible vocalizations.45

Young’s studies were coalescing into a unique amalgam that powerfully structured his developing views of both nature and language as governed by rules. Sharpe had introduced Young to the idea that language and writing evolved similarly from natural signs linked to the leading consonantal sounds of human and animal vocalizations, with point-deprived Hebrew as the primary, and perhaps original, exemplar. At the same time, Young learned from Bayley the ways in which vowels could be annexed to such a structure. Sharpe’s was not the only work that led Young into linguistic origins, for he also “read through the greatest part” of Sir William Jones’s 1771 Persian grammar, in which Jones hinted at a common ancestry linking English and Old Persian.46 Young’s education had mingled Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Persian, and Arabic, as well as the origins of languages and writing with devices optical and mechanical, not to mention algebra, fluxions, botany, chemistry, and, all along, intimations of the links between anatomy and speech. Young would soon encounter these rules in more developed form when he read through Newton’s Principia and his Opticks and delved more deeply into mathematics and Greek literature.



*



In 1787, at the age of fourteen, Young moved away from home for another five years. Once again, Quaker connections effected the change. Young’s grandfather, Davis, had good relations with David Barclay, a successful Quaker banker in London who had acquired a manor, Youngsbury, in Hertfordshire, thirty miles north of the metropolis. With his first wife, Martha Hudson, Barclay had one daughter, Agatha (b. 1753), who married Richard Gurney, also from a Quaker banking family.47 In 1775 Agatha gave birth to a son, Richard, named for his father. After taking charge of his grandson’s education in 1787, David Barclay sought a suitable companion to join Richard in his studies.

Young would be selected for the role, but not before other connections had been forged. Barclay’s younger sister, Christiana, had married Richard Gurney’s paternal uncle, Joseph (b. 1729), in about 1757. He died in 1761, leaving her with four-year-old Priscilla, their only child. In 1787 Priscilla (d. 1828), suffering from some disorder, was advised to spend several years in the countryside. Priscilla set out for Minehead on the invitation of Young’s devoted aunt Mary, who happened to be Priscilla’s close friend. At Minehead, Priscilla met Thomas, who made such a wonderful impression that she later wrote to Barclay about him, no doubt recommending Thomas as an excellent companion for Richard; her position was seconded by her stepfather William Watson, to whom her mother had been remarried since about 1772. Barclay thought the idea a good one, and Thomas was sent to Youngsbury.48
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FIGURE 2.2. (Left) Hudson Gurney in later years (The Royal Society) and (right) John Hodgkin (the Wellcome Collection https://wellcomecollection.org/works/gfwrcaat#licenseInformation).


Young arrived to find his new arrangement in shambles, as the tutor engaged by Barclay had, at the last moment, obtained a better position.49 Although a new tutor would soon be found, during the interregnum—and despite being little more than a year older than Richard—Young stepped into the missing tutor’s shoes. Teaching the younger boy Latin and Greek, Young returned to those two languages with his understanding newly enriched by his studies of Hebrew and the nature of language. At the same time, he pursued interests in mathematics and natural philosophy. During his first two years at Youngsbury, George Peacock records, Young read “the whole of the Principia and Optics [sic] of Newton,”50 the latter in a Latin edition. He also worked through an annotated edition of Euclid’s Elements, thoroughly assimilating its synthetic methods, and he advanced his knowledge of algebra, reading texts that took him beyond what he had learned from Simpson’s short piece on fluxions.51 He also studied Thomas Simpson’s full treatise on the fluxional calculus, to which he had been introduced earlier.52 Chemical and botanical studies rounded out the curriculum.

A new tutor, John Hodgkin, arrived in 1787. According to Hodgkin, Barclay had convinced him to join the boys by noting that the situation would offer him time to pursue his interests in classical studies and that he would be aided by “deriving some advice and assistance in them, from the extraordinary youth,” that is, Young, “whose stability of conduct and intensity of application seemed to place every desirable object of literary or scientific pursuit within the reach of his astonishing mental powers.”53 Hodgkin, also a Quaker, was only seven years older than Young, which no doubt facilitated the solid relationship that rapidly developed. Hodgkin remained with the boys at Youngsbury until 1792.54

During this time, Young kept a journal of his studies. Although the journal, written in Latin, disappeared in the years after Peacock used it to write his biography, Peacock’s comments indicate that, even at this early stage, re-encoding foreign scripts helped Young understand pronunciation and grammar. According to Peacock, the journal records that Young had “written out specimens of the Bible in thirteen different languages,” including “English, French, Italian, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Chaldee, Syriac, Samaritan, Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Aethiopic.” The “Eastern languages” were, Young effused, “beautifully written”—and, significantly, were provided with transliterations into the Latin alphabet, to assist pronunciation. In Sharpe’s Dissertations Young had read that if “we know the sound of the Greek and Roman letters, we shall not be long strangers to that of the Samaritan and Hebrew.” Sharpe had also noted that one can “derive great light and assistance from the proportion of letters in each language, when taken separately, or when one language is compared with another”—a remark that tallies well with Young’s efforts years later in comparing ancient Egyptian writing with that of Coptic.55

Young focused on the syntax and grammar of Greek and Latin, poring over the works he had previously studied, as well as new sources, including the “Port-Royal Greek Grammar” by Arnauld and Lancelot, which to some extent anticipated their principles, subsequently published in general form, for a universal grammar—an idea whose appeal would have been irresistible to Young, who was busily compiling specimens of many different languages for the purposes of comparison.56 Young continued to list every book he studied, including Greek and Roman plays, orations, letters, and a book on Latin prose composition that “gave him a very nice and even critical perception of the principles of the Latin language.”57 Then, from 1790 to 1792, Young, working closely with Hodgkin, cemented a connection between the exposition, structure, and orthography of Greek that would, we shall see, inflect his attitude toward the character of ancient writing, in particular Egyptian hieroglyphs. Hodgkin had begun a work on proper Greek calligraphy—on, that is, the best way to write Greek “with ease and elegance” relative to the standards of Georgian England. The volume that reached print in 1794 carried both Young’s and Hodgkin’s names. A title page added in 1807 specified that it was Young himself who had formulated “the method” used, to which we shall return.

Young came to his grand-uncle Brocklesby’s attention when he contracted what was likely tuberculosis in 1789. Barclay’s second wife, Rachel, nursed Young back to reasonable health by means of a treatment developed in consultation with, among others, Brocklesby. From this initial encounter Brocklesby developed a lasting interest in the boy, who initiated a correspondence of striking range and warmth. When Young eschewed sugar in protest against slavery, Brocklesby sympathized but advised him in October 1789 that his abstinence would have little effect since “reformation must take its rise elsewhere, if ever there is a general mass of public virtue sufficient to resist such private interests.” He closed the letter “your loving Uncle”—a surprising show of affection from an otherwise hard-nosed character.58

Warm as it was, Brocklesby’s affection for his grand-nephew was not free of prideful, quasi-parental pressure. This grooming suggests that Brocklesby nurtured an ambition to launch Young into his influential London social circle. Although Young did not read contemporary literature, around 1790 he studied Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the French Revolution, in part no doubt because Burke was Brocklesby’s friend. Brocklesby in turn made sure that Burke knew about his grand-nephew’s linguistic abilities, cementing a relationship between the two. Six months before leaving Barclay’s, Young produced a Greek paraphrase of Wolsey’s farewell speech to Thomas Cromwell in Shakespeare’s Henry VIII. He did so at the suggestion of Charles Burney, another prominent friend of Brocklesby’s who had influentially critiqued Greek versifications according to the standards of the time. Young had apparently studied those critiques with care as he prepared his versification of the Wolsey farewell. On receipt of the result, written carefully on vellum, Barclay told Young that “Mr. Burke has taken the Greek manuscript from me, and means to show it to divers learned men of his acquaintance for their philological criticism,” and he advised Young to “write frequent moral essays and keep them for my perusal and for the sight of Mr. Burke, who has taken a great fancy to you, and will be glad to aid you with his best advice in all your ways.”59 Burke, in turn, urged Young to a second task, namely, to produce a Greek version of Lear’s infamous curse upon his daughter Goneril. Then, in November and December 1791, Young stayed with Brocklesby in London.

This period with Brocklesby would enlarge Young’s circle of acquaintance with the leading scholars of the day, including Burney and especially Richard Porson, who was known even at the time as the greatest classicist of his generation. From 1792, Porson had been regius professor of Greek at Cambridge; Porson’s 1790 attack on George Travis concerning the famously contentious Comma Johanneum—a treatise on a short clause of uncertain authenticity in the book of John—earned the acclaim of Edward Gibbon, who considered Porson’s critique “the most acute and accurate piece of criticism since the days of Bentley,” which was high praise indeed, since Richard Bentley had provided the high-water mark for classical scholarship in the eighteenth century.60 On several occasions during Young’s stay with Brocklesby, Porson, who would have already known something of Young’s interests from the volume, coauthored with Hodgkin, on Greek calligraphy, engaged Young in elaborate exchanges concerning the proper renderings and emendations of Greek texts. Among the topics discussed were the origins of Arabic numerals, which Young at first thought came from the Greek, and other questions concerning the derivations of particular orthographic characters.
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FIGURE 2.3. (Left) Richard Porson (© National Portrait Gallery, London) and (right) Richard Brocklesby (© The Royal Society).


The following fall Young left Youngsbury to undertake medical studies in London. There, in the company of Brocklesby and his influential friends, he would hear contemporary arguments concerning Greek antiquity, particularly the origins, structure, and emendations of letters. Aroung this time, Porson published a critique of Richard Payne Knight’s Analytical Essay on the Greek Alphabet (1791). Perhaps Porson dilated on Knight’s Essay at one of Brocklesby’s dinners. If so, Young would have heard early rumblings of the argument over Homer that would later disrupt Longman’s party. For, Porson wrote, Knight “endeavours to rectify the orthography of Homer’s words, by restoring the aspirates according to the directions of the metre.”61 Knight asserted, in the course of his emendations to Homer, that the Homeric sagas, despite centuries of defacement “by the varnishes of criticks, grammarians, and transcribers” were nevertheless so perfectly executed in the original “that we can still trace the minutest touches of the master’s hand, and ascertain, with almost mathematical certainty, the principles upon which he wrought.” To this Porson demurred in ways that anticipated Wolf’s views. “Homer’s poetry,” Porson wrote, “however exalted and embellished by learning and genius, must partake of the rudeness and simplicity which are always incident to the infancy of language and society.” Those who, like Knight, “attribute to [Homer] all possible perfection” should answer who he was, where and when he lived, and what of writing was known in his time.62

By the time Young arrived in London, he had read a great deal about languages and writing. He had learned to write characters according to specific rules in various scripts and had absorbed conventions for capturing sentiments in a way strictly suited to Greek prosody, at least according to the canons of his time as spelled out by men like Burney and Porson. But Young’s attainments were not limited to Greek. His study of Hebrew and Persian, combined with Sharpe’s disquisition on the evolution of language and of writing, permitted Young to differentiate writing systems according to the economy and precision they afforded. The earliest writing systems could never approach the precision of Greek, where the exacting formation of alphabetic characters matched the accuracy of a prosody governed in ways that approached lawfulness, or so Young absorbed from his readings and from talk around Brocklesby’s table. Lawfulness also governed the other major arena of Young’s studies as he grappled with the intricacies of Newtonian natural philosophy and the fluxional calculus. A moral dimension tinged much of this, for, though Young would distance himself from the rule-bound ethical universe of his Quaker parents, nevertheless the sense that both the human and nonhuman worlds were governed by morally salient law can be detected in the ways in which he attacked problems, not least when he came to hieroglyphs. The next several years in London, Edinburgh, Göttingen, and finally Cambridge would cement these apparently disparate areas into a unified way of thinking about both nature and human expression, ways that tightly governed how he approached Egyptian hieroglyphs when, years later, he submitted them to rule.





 




CHAPTER 3

AN ERRAND IN THE CITY


One fall morning in 1792, Young came into an unusual possession: an eyeball from a freshly slaughtered ox. Although no receipt exists to confirm where and how he acquired this object, we may surmise that, as he made his way from his lodgings in Little Queen Street, Westminster, he stopped at a butcher’s stall or perhaps even braved the fray at the huge livestock market at Smithfield in London’s Clerkenwell neighborhood.1 Unlike other shoppers on their way to market that morning, Young’s intentions were far from culinary: he planned not to eat his purchase but to dissect it. The dissection would provide the experimental basis for his first scientific paper, on ocular accommodation—the ability to focus on objects at different distances. Young’s investigation broke with a traditional anatomical orientation, and it is precisely here that we can spy the first formation of Young’s distinctive way of thinking and working, which extended from natural phenomena to his understanding of sounds, words, and their representations.

Eighteenth-century medical London was—is—a source of enormous fascination. The nineteen-year-old Young, heading toward the dissecting room in 1792, was part of a complex amalgam of loosely affiliated doctors, institutions, and professional societies, all participants in a shadowy economy of suffering and death. Anatomy was at the center of this universe, a potent switch-point between science, corporeality, and commerce. As London’s central livestock market for more than a thousand years, Smithfield would have provided the cheapest, freshest raw material for the anatomical dissection Young had in mind on that autumn day.

Before Smithfield Market became what it is today—an abattoir on the grandest scale, housed under an arcade roof of glass and steel, where the disquieting odor of blood is just perceptible beneath the soap and antiseptic—it was only a four-acre plain, a “smooth field,” to use the twelfth-century phrase that originally gave the place its name.2 This vast grazing space made Smithfield the largest outdoor slaughterhouse in London. Enormous numbers of live animals—some 30,000 on the Great Day, the busiest market day before Christmas—were slaughtered there, in throngs of what one observer at midcentury described as an “agitated sea of brute life” whose energies were barely contained by whip-waving drovers wearing thigh-high boots.3 According to the physician Andrew Wynter, a visitor to the market “sees before him in one direction, by the dim light of hundreds of torches, a writhing party-coloured mass, surmounted by twisting horns, some in rows, tied to rails which run along the whole length of the open space, some gathered in one struggling knot.”4 Dickens described the market as “a stunning and bewildering scene, which quite confounded the senses.”5 Even Dickens’s sturdy Pip grew disturbed at Smithfield, “the shameful place, all asmear with filth and fat and blood and foam, that seemed to stick to me.”6
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FIGURE 3.1. The Old Smithfield Market, from the Illustrated London News. Antiqua Print Gallery / Alamy Stock Photo.


In search of his ox eye, Young would have made his way carefully over cobblestones slicked with by-products of the business that had been in full swing since the early hours of the morning. Steps away, St. Bartholomew’s Hospital was already doing a brisk business of its own. Although it is unlikely that Young, still a teetotaling Quaker, stopped in for a pint, he may have passed the Fortune of War pub, located on the corner of Cock Lane and Giltspur Street, which was a favored haunt of the so-called resurrection men. These shadowy figures stole corpses from graveyards and sold them to hospitals, like Bart’s, where the corpses were in great demand for the teaching of dissection—a point that was surely not lost on Young, who was then studying anatomy at the Hunterian. At the Fortune of War, these grisly wares were displayed in the upstairs room, where the anatomists came to appraise the goods in a grotesque pantomime of the bustling meat market outside.7 Dressed in black Quaker garb and broad-brimmed hat, Young must have cut an unusual figure as he hurried away, his macabre parcel tucked under one dark-sleeved arm.

At the Hunterian, dissection had additional pecularities derived from its association with John Hunter. Perhaps the most eminent physician-anatomist of the age, Hunter collected specimens, dead and living, from the entire animal kingdom, “that he might trace the peculiarities of each.”8 His acquisitiveness in the name of anatomical knowledge brought him renown and even a degree of scientific respectability, but it also led him into some tight spots. For instance, by acquiring the corpse of seven-and-a-half-foot Charles Byrne, Hunter risked exploiting an unseemly popular interest in the postmortem fate of the “Irish giant” who had, in life, drawn crowds to London’s freak shows. At his Earls Court home, Hunter’s menagerie included two leopards that once escaped confinement in the barn, raising a ruckus that disturbed his neighbors—but perhaps not more than his habit of keeping such apex predators on the property.9 His collecting proved so compelling he was frequently short of cash to cover expenses and had to delay even his marriage due to a shortfall that was directly attributable to his greed for specimens. It also made him a target of ridicule: his detractors referred to his extensive anatomical museum as “Pigs’ pettitoes.”10

For all the trouble it caused, Hunter’s specimen collection did serve a larger purpose, as it gave Hunter opportunities to develop his considerable acumen in tracing obscure anatomical features and to speculate about their function. He was particularly concerned with muscular activity, including the muscles that keep the eye fixed on an object when the head moves. In his Animal Oeconomy (1786) Hunter wondered whether the eyeball possessed an inherent elasticity that returned it to a “natural situation in the orbit,” or whether, when one muscle slackened, another contracted in the opposite direction.11 In subsequent years, he returned to ocular anatomy in an effort to explain, by means of muscular action, the eye’s ability to focus on objects at different distances. This question, of the eye’s accommodation, was the very phenomenon on Young’s mind when he obtained his ox eye.

The problem was hardly new. Since at least the seventeeth century, investigators had attempted to identify the part of the eye responsible for focusing on near and distant objects and to understand how it worked. In the seventeenth century, Descartes had claimed that both the lens and the eyeball changed shape, and the microscopist Antonie van Leeuwenhoek had observed “fibers” in the eye’s lens that he assumed to be muscles. In 1738 the Edinburgh physician William Porterfield had asserted that the ciliary ligaments surrounding the lens (or “crystalline humour” as it was usually called) were muscular, and he thought that accommodation worked by means of these ligaments moving the lens. At Leiden, the natural philosopher Pieter van Musschenbroek—remembered as the inventor of the Leiden jar—held a similar opinion but included the cornea in the effect.12 Young’s own preparation included familiarity with the 1719 work of Henry Pemberton who, anticipating Hunter, thought the lenticular fibers were muscular and used for accommodation.13 Despite this long and illustrious pedigree, the problem had not found a satisfactory solution by the time Young and Hunter separately turned attention to it.

While there is no persuasive evidence that Young was aware of the details of Hunter’s work on this problem, he certainly would have known about Hunter’s general approach to anatomical dissection. In the autumn of 1792, at Brocklesby’s urging, Young began to attend lectures at the School of Anatomy. Hunter had by that time ceased to lecture there, but in the fall of 1793 his lectures were given by his brother-in-law Everard Home.14 Young never did hear Hunter himself speak since by this time Hunter had become too ill and in fact died that October.15 Nevertheless, at some point during the months before Hunter’s demise, perhaps as a result of attending anatomical lectures, Young became interested in the question of accommodation.

Young’s predecessors had never thought to combine precise measurement of the eye with optics, which is what made Young’s work so original.16 Putting his anatomical training to use, Young meticulously dissected the ox eye, examining it under “a strong light,” using either direct sunlight or possibly an Argand lamp, an intensely bright oil lamp that Hunter himself favored for early-morning dissections.17 The first order of business was to remove the gelatinous center of the eyeball—the “crystalline” (lens)—from the surrounding tissue, or “capsule.” He dissected the capsule’s “coats” or layers and examined them “with a magnifier,” finding that the “lens of the ox is an orbicular, convex, transparent body composed of a considerable number of coats, of which the exterior closely adhere to the interior.”18 Blowing gently through a long, thin pipe, Young separated the layers. The lens, he saw, was not single but tripartite, segmented along the lines of fibers. Applying “a little ink to the crystalline,” Young added, “is of great use in shewing the course of the fibres.”19

With respect to these fibers, Young went considerably further than Leeuwenhoek, who thought they formed a single, continuous strand. Not so, Young claimed, for the fibers in a coat are each separate from one another, connected at their ends to “membranous” tendons that are themselves arranged in “three equal and equidistant rays, meeting in the axis of the crystalline [lens].”20 Noticing the fibers’ mutual independence, Young supposed them to be muscles, each of which would contract against the pull of the surrounding tendons when stimulated by “the influence of the mind” as conveyed through the nerves and ciliary processes. But this idea—which, as we shall see, did not differ significantly from Hunter’s—did not satisfy Young. Was it possible for the lens to change shape sufficiently to focus on near and distant objects, given its refractive properties and those of the cornea and surrounding aqueous and vitreous humors? The question played to Young’s strengths, for he had closely studied Robert Smith’s 1738 comprehensive geometrical text on optics, which had explained how to calculate refractions through sequences of surfaces.21 Young likely absorbed Smith’s text about two years earlier, during the period in which he was immersed in Newton’s Principia and Opticks.22

Young’s combination of anatomical observation with optical calculation was powerfully productive. No prior investigator of accommodation could have shown that the optical properties of the lens were sufficient to account for the changes in focal lengths that create accommodation. Young did so. He measured the ox-eye lens’s dimensions and determined its refractive index when adapted to focus rays from an object very far away. To do that he extracted the lens from its surround to determine how it behaved “in the atmosphere,” where the lens’s fibers, acting according to Young’s belief that they were muscles, would be unstressed, allowing the lens to assume its normal shape. The unstressed lens had accordingly to be comparatively flat to bring distant objects into focus. To observe near objects the lenticular muscles would necessarily contract, forming the lens into a sphere. It was a shape to which the muscles were “admirably adapted,” he wrote, “for, since the least surface that can contain a given bulk is that of a sphere … the contraction of any surface must bring its contents nearer to a spherical form.”23 Assuming that the humors refracted essentially like water, Young computed the lens’s refractive power when in the ox eye proper. Coupling geometric optics and fluxions (that is, Newtonian calculus) to physical and anatomical measurement, Young demonstrated that the lens of the ox eye would have to shrink its effective diameter from about 700 thousandths of an inch to 642 thousandths, rendering it more nearly spherical, in order to focus on an object about a foot away.24 Young reckoned this result more than adequate for an ox’s visual purposes and well within the range that the lens’s elastic properties could accommodate in any case. Even more so, then, for the human eye since “the human crystalline [lens] is susceptible of a much greater change of form.” The implication was clear. Optics and calculation demonstrated that the lens’s malleable shape was sufficient to account for accommodation, whereas the dimensions of the eye would have to change far too much to do so. No one before Young had essayed anything like such a calculation to demonstrate this point. Hunter certainly could not have.

In the passage from dissection to publication, Young found himself enmeshed in a cleaner and more elegant universe than the insalubrious environs of the meat market and dissecting room. His work on the eye gave him access to the Royal Society, where even the worst passions tended to smear only the pages of their publications—a far cry from Smithfield’s “filth and fat and blood and foam,” not to mention the more ordinary grime of the city’s daily life at street level. In these years, Banks presided over this recondite haven. Impressed by the growing influence of the teaching hospitals, Banks had turned his attention to lively recruitment into the society’s ranks of young medical men such as Astley Cooper, Henry Cline, and John Abernethy. Thanks to his paper on the eye, Young would soon join them.25 Yet even the reception of this first work had a disappointing whiff of the meat market, sullied as it soon was by a scandal.

Young initially showed his work to Brocklesby, who particularly liked the material about the dissection. At his uncle’s urging, Young submitted the paper to the Royal Society, of which Brocklesby and several of his friends were members. Young read the paper to the Royal Society on May 30. It was officially communicated by his uncle and then printed in the Philosophical Transactions for 1793, some months after Young’s twentieth birthday. The response was mixed. The paper seems to have touched off a priority dispute that involved Hunter himself, at least indirectly. In a letter to Banks written either after learning about Young’s lecture or shortly after seeing its publication, Hunter put himself abruptly and overtly forward, proposing to give a prestigious Croonian Lecture to cement “my claim to the discovery of the crystalline humour being muscular.”26 We’ll look in more detail below at what Hunter had done on the question of accommodation, but first we will consider the events that occurred in consequence of rumors concerning Young’s prior knowledge of Hunter’s work. While the details remain unclear, the affair had a decided effect on Young.

On November 6, 1791, a year before his matriculation at the Hunterian and his dissection of the ox eye, Young dined at the home of Sir Joshua Reynolds. Brocklesby squired Young, then only eighteen, to the dinner. The other guests included Sir Charles Blagden, a physician and chemist; Walker King, coeditor of Burke’s Works; and Boswell.27 Reynolds, who had suffered for two years from progressive blindness, was obliged to wear a bandage over one eye and a green shade over the other.28 Perhaps the great painter’s loss of vision was on the minds of the assembled guests, or perhaps the science of vision came up in passing. In any event, in late 1793, shortly after Home posthumously published Hunter’s claim to have been working on visual accommodation, a rumor arose that Blagden may have discussed Hunter’s ideas at the dinner party. This was no trifling allegation. If true, it would seriously undermine Young’s claim to originality.

Blagden himself may have started the rumor. A Scots physician trained at Edinburgh, Blagden was insecure about his lack of traditional education. He remedied the problem by acquiring “a considerable acquaintance with languages,” which proved a boon as it helped him to socialize more comfortably in London.29 He had, moreover, served as secretary to the Royal Society since 1784, publishing papers on chemistry and one on the nature of inks and ways to recover illegible ancient documents. He worked for many years as an “assistant and amanuensis” to the renowned natural philosopher Henry Cavendish before the relationship dissolved—but not before Blagden found himself embroiled in priority disputes of other sorts, functioning as a go-between among competing “originators.”30 He was in touch, as well, with Young’s future nemesis, Henry Brougham, who bitterly criticized Young’s 1793 paper on accommodation in a letter to Blagden. In other words, he was no stranger to this sort of conflict.

About the Young affair Blagden left only a small clue. According to Peacock, upon learning of this rumor in 1793, just after the publication of his paper, Young, deeply worried and perhaps prodded by Brocklesby to clarify the situation, wrote frantic letters to the guests present at Reynolds’s dinner two years before. In these appeals, which, no doubt understandably, seem not to have been preserved, Young apparently asked “whether the subject of vision and any recent researches connected with it, were mentioned.” All denied that any such thing had been discussed, so far as they could recall. Possibly fearful that he had spoken once too often, Blagden hastened to tell Young that “he was by no means so clear as to be sure that he had told him Hunter’s opinion.”31 That ambiguous reply seems designed to shield Blagden from any distasteful consequences that might arise from having irritated Brocklesby, who had powerful friends. At the same time, the intensity of Young’s efforts to efface the hint of plagiarism attests to his certainty that he had heard nothing about Hunter’s work at the time. There is, after all, no mention whatsoever of Hunter in Young’s paper as printed in the Philosophical Transactions, which he would certainly have mentioned precisely to avoid the kind of difficulty that did arise.

Notwithstanding Blagden’s possible rumor-mongering, the immediate cause of the flap was an undated letter written by Hunter to Banks, unpublished at the time of Hunter’s death but printed about a month afterward, in November 1793, by his brother-in-law, Home. The posthumous letter suggests that Hunter had been working on the problem of accommodation by the late 1780s. In this letter Hunter, who was in poor health and preoccupied with “official business on account of the war” with the French when he wrote, explained what he had intended but was unable to do with respect to ocular accommodation. In his covering letter, Home contested Young’s priority, claiming that it “is now many years [emphasis ours] that Mr. Hunter has had an idea, that the crystalline humour was enabled by its own internal actions to adjust itself, so as to adapt the eye to different distances.” Home explained that Hunter had arrived at this idea by means of dissection, which counted for more than passive observation; the actively intervening anatomist could make a stronger claim for priority in discovery. While dissecting a living tapeworm, Home reported, Hunter “was surprised” to observe contractions “in a membrane devoid of muscular fibres.” This result led him to dissect the lens of a cuttlefish, whereupon he discovered that it contained “laminae,” seemingly fibrous. According to his letter to Banks, Hunter next obtained an ox eye to examine whether it, too, might have such a structure. By then his health was failing, and he was unable to move ahead.

As we have seen, the novelty in Young’s work was his demonstration that optical laws, when combined with careful measurement, permit the lens to change shape to account for accommodation and to gainsay the shape of the eye sufficiently to do so. Hunter assumed such calculation to be inconsequential, for “the laws of optics are so well understood, and the knowledge of the eye, when considered as an optical instrument, has been rendered so perfect, that I do not consider myself capable of making any addition to it.”32 This stance—that there was no need to add anything to what was already so well known in optics—neatly set to the side precisely what Young had been the first to accomplish. What then had Hunter himself to add? He argued that accommodation could not be due to changes in the eye’s shape or the position in it of the lens. It was just Hunter’s knowledge of the muscular structure surrounding the eye that had led him to conclude these muscles were inadequate to the task. That left only changes in lens shape to account for the phenomenon, in which case, the lens had to have “a muscular action within itself.” This was the claim about which Young was rumored to have heard. To support the assertion, Hunter noted that the lens, when coagulated, “had a fibrous structure like muscles.” He aimed to prove the claim by investigating whether, when an ox was quickly killed, the lens showed signs of contraction, for “in all violent deaths the muscles contract.” Hunter could get no further than that.

Both Young and Hunter, then, agreed that accommodation could not be due to changes in the shape of the eye, and that the lens itself was striated internally with muscle fibers that produced the requisite changes.33 Since Young thought the muscles to be part of the lens, he concluded that their relaxation corresponded to the flatter state, with the spherical shape arising on contraction. On this view, the relaxed lens accommodated for distant objects, while the stressed lens accommodated for near vision.34 Hunter likely thought the same, for both of them imagined that a nonmuscular lens was necessarily pulled out of its intrinsically spherical shape by surrounding muscles when they contracted.

Despite their common view of the lens as muscular, a decided difference separated Hunter’s mode of thought from Young’s, and in this difference we can discern, in a kind of forme fruste, the assumptions that would later shape Young’s understanding of representation, particularly writing. Hunter devoted a portion of his 1786 Animal Oeconomy to muscular actions, which seemed to act autonomously throughout the body, including sense organs such as the eye. “Muscles,” he wrote, “are the active parts in an animal body, producing different effects, according to the circumstances in which they are placed; and most parts requiring a variety of motions, it became necessary to have a variety of muscles suited to these motions.”35 With the eye, he continued, “being an organ of sense, which is to receive impressions from without, it was necessary it should be able to give its motions that kind of direction from one body to another, as would permit its being impressed by the various surrounding objects.” He would have agreed that the mind stimulated the irritating nerves in some manner, but he was not concerned with that. The activity of the mind passed without comment. By contrast, Young invoked the mind’s action on the eye quite directly. “I conceive,” he wrote, “that when the will is exerted to view an object at a small distance, the influence of the mind is conveyed through the lenticular ganglion … to the orbiculus ciliaris … and thence by the ciliary processes to the muscle of the crystalline [lens], which, by contraction of its fibres, becomes more convex, and collects the diverging rays to a focus on the retina.”36 The will, which is to say the principle of the mind that ultimately activated the muscles, altogether escaped Hunter’s concerns, whereas Young would not leave it aside. His resistance is puzzling. Why invoke the will at all when, after all, Young, like Hunter, needed to show only that the lens could be a muscle? The answer may lie in the stark difference between Hunter’s and Young’s social and educational backgrounds, one that inflected Young’s work whenever he dealt with phenomena that involved the relationship between thought and expression.

Hunter’s lack of a classical education appears to have cast a long shadow over his life. His first biographers were particularly concerned to establish the discerning cast of Hunter’s mind despite his lack of such instruction. This preoccupation seems unreasonable until we recall the obsession with learning, language, and social status that marked the late eighteenth century. Classical learning was the preserve of men of genius. When the English physician Jesse Foot, house surgeon at Middlesex Hospital and Hunter’s bitter enemy, produced a biography almost before Hunter’s body had cooled, he vilified Hunter for precisely this flaw. Foot, who had extensively critiqued Hunter’s work on venereal disease in 1786 and 1787, wasted no time castigating both Hunter and his brother William: “Genius sits easy upon him who intrinsically possess[es] it … If ever there was an instance where two men have so often been disappointed, by mistaking themselves, as the Hunters, I know not where to find it. All their diligence, their art, and their contests, only prove that they struggled indeed for it, but could never obtain a reputation bearing the smallest resemblance to men of genius.”37 According to Foot, Hunter struggled particularly with writing. “The truth is,” Foot charged, “that [Hunter] only furnished the images, and that the writing part was always performed by another:—he prepared the skeleton, and another covered it with composition … he was incapable of putting six lines together grammatically into English.” This deficiency, which Foot attributed to “want of education” in grammar and rhetoric, explained why “his notions of things were so very imperfect, and his conceptions so very contracted.” Foot particularly criticized Animal Oeconomy as exemplifying Hunter’s poor rhetorical command, which he sardonically described as “the wonderful art of hanging heavy weights to slender wires.”38

Others sought to counter Foot’s critique, but not by denying that a proper way with grammar and rhetoric was to be desired. Another quality—one that Hunter was claimed to possess—compensated, namely, the perspicacity of his mind. His expression might not be elegant, but it was exact. In response to Foot, the physician Joseph Adams defended Hunter against accusations that his shaky grammar reflected a less than first-rate mind. Even if “Mr. Hunter’s language was not always strictly grammatical,” Adams reasoned, “it was perspicuous to those who knew the value of his facts, and were willing to explore them; and that how much soever we may lament his early inattention to school learning, he was at this time much better employed than in studying the classics.” Adams stressed perspicacity, the ability to find the right words, regardless of the grammatical sophistication of the expression.39

To prove his point, Adams recurred to Hunter’s notion of coagulation as developed in his study of visual accomodation. In his letter to Banks, Hunter had noted that, once he conceived that the lens might be muscular, he was “confirmed” in the notion on “finding that in many animals, when the crystalline humour was coagulated, it had a fibrous structure like muscles.”40 Reminding the reader that when Hunter referred to coagulation, he meant something quite specific, Adams alluded to Tooke’s linguistic system as proof that Hunter’s cast of mind was no less discerning than anyone else’s. “Coagulable,” Adams reflected, ended in “able,” and that ending, according to Tooke, “included the following senses or meanings: Potential, inasmuch as it is a condition in which they may be found; Passive, inasmuch as they have not the power of assuming that condition, but only suffer such a change by force.”41 Although “[i]t may be urged that this usage has long ceased to confine this termination to a passive signification” in “looser compositions,” Adams pointed out that it was “altogether inconsistent with philosophic correctness.” In contrast, Hunter’s use of a passive construction—the crystalline humor was coagulated—rigorously excluded considerations of volition. This refusal was characteristic. Although Hunter did speculate carefully about anatomical function, matters of volition remained outside his purview and accordingly merited no discussion in his Animal Oeconomy. He also disdained any recurrence to mental processes as explanations for visual accomodation. Criticizing earlier claims that distinct vision of an object can occur if the object’s image moves across the retina, he complained that those who so thought “even explain the effects which would be produced by it on the mind of the observer.”42 Adams insisted that Hunter’s use of the passive construction in his discussion of accomodation was “only one of numerous instances in which Mr.
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