Losing the plot: the geological anti-narrative
Adelene Buckland
In 1850 the prominent Cambridge geologist Adam Sedgwick thundered against the
theory of the transmutation of species, put forward in the anonymously-published
‘sensation’ Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, as a ‘physical romance, and
a work of imagination’. His complaint was not just that the theory was not ‘true’. It
was that, in arguing that the universe and its species had progressed through an
ascending scale, in which each part of the series had been derived ‘from that which
went before it’, development gave the world a form not unlike the forms of
‘romance’. The ‘narrative’ of Vestiges had ‘at least the symmetry and external form
of a true history’, Sedgwick wrote, ‘But, after all’, its language was ‘no better than a
downright cheat’.1 Sedgwick’s damnation of a bad geological theory as fiction
masquerading as the truth was not unusual. In 1827 the geologist Charles Lyell
wrote of the Lamarckian theory of the transmutation of species, from which the
author of Vestiges had borrowed, that it had ‘delighted’ him ‘more than any novel’
he ‘ever read, and much in the same way, for they address themselves to the
imagination’.2 It had long been commonplace to denigrate scientific works or
theories by associating them with a broadly-defined notion of ‘romance’ as a merely
imaginative discourse not sufficiently rooted in empirical fact. But in the case of the
transmutation of species the argument worked especially well because it drew on
formal similarities between the continuous plots of ‘romance’ novels widely
pilloried in the press for having drawn susceptible young and female readers into
their snare, and the developmental continuities of evolutionary theories. It drew too
on similarities in pricing, format, and the publishers shared by radical evolutionary
tracts and cheap, salacious fictions. This essay, developed from Sedgwick’s
suspicion of the close formal relationship between thrilling and romantic ‘novels’
and evolutionary theories, will chart the ways in which geologists, arguing about the
form and structure of the earth in the early nineteenth century, were also always
arguing about the literary forms and structures by which the earth’s features might
be better understood.
Lyell and Sedgwick used the terms ‘novel’ and ‘romance’ almost
interchangeably, as was common in the literary culture of the day: as Michael
McKeon notes, ‘“romance” served as an all-purpose generic touchstone for the
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negative definition of an emergent form whose positive denomination – “the novel”
– remained unstable even at the end of the eighteenth century’.3 Novels, from Don
Quixote to the writings of Aphra Behn, Daniel Defoe, Samuel Richardson and Henry
Fielding, for instance, had claimed that they were literally ‘true’ by eschewing
‘romance’, and the convention of denigrating romantic fictions persisted into the
nineteenth century as novelists in a self-consciously ‘realist’ tradition claimed their
work to be authoritative, truthful (if not actually true) and serious.4 Geologists,
attempting to make their own claims to cultural authority, wisely chose the same
enemy.
As the most determined of all geologists of his generation to keep the
excesses of story out of science, Sedgwick offers an important test case here.
Sedgwick was not a fan of the ‘romance’ or of the women and youths who were
deemed to be most susceptible to its charms, to the extent that he was suspicious of
all forms of fiction. He pretended never to read even the novels of his favourite
authors, Defoe and Scott, unless he was sick (though he was sick suspiciously
often).5 And he counselled his geological colleagues to write in a style that was plain
and nontechnical but was nonetheless poorly constructed, in order to keep novelreaders at bay.6 For Sedgwick, keen reader of the Edinburgh Review, the novel was
a suspect genre, written by women and read by the idle. As several critics have
discussed, the heavyweight quarterlies frequently displayed an anxiety that prose
fiction coiled readers into its rhythms and structures, making it impossible to think
straight until the end of the story. Images of women neglecting their domestic duties,
too absorbed in fiction, or of ‘fast’ young gentlemen failing to live up to their
responsibilities, too susceptible to novel-reading and to ephemeral fashions, were
widespread. For men of science like Sedgwick the self-determining forms of fiction
presented a double worry: in the first place, novel-reading might tempt readers away
from hard scientific work, so that potential men of science wasted their lives on
merely literary pursuits, perhaps reading geological works from their armchairs but
rarely venturing out into the field and discovering the world for themselves. Again,
he was not alone in this view. By mid-century it was something of a cliché for
writers of popular geological works to exhort their readers to put down their novels
and turn their eyes to nature. Notwithstanding the fact that he often urged his fellow
geologists to learn to write better prose in order to compete in the literary
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marketplace, in 1853 the prolific geological writer and Geological Survey
palaeontologist Edward Forbes wrote, in typical vein, that
A man, to be a true geologist, must have a body as well as a soul […] No
mincing town-dandy or sickly bookworm is likely to thrive in the
profession. He must put his gloves in his pocket, and turn his hand to the
hammer, doff patent-leathers, and wear nails in his boots; set his best
foot foremost, and take to the tramp, without squeamishness about mud,
wet, or brambles.7
The image of the masculine, knightly geologist as an all-action hero who
preferred ‘mud, wet’ and ‘brambles’ to his armchair and a good book was a key
selling-point for the science, eschewing feminine and romantic fictions for medieval
romance with its notions of chivalry, truth and honour. Charles Kingsley, author of
not only six novels including The Water Babies (1863) but also three works of
geology and natural history, lecturer on these topics at Wellington College and the
Working Men’s College, founder of the Chester Society for Natural Science, and
elected member of the Geological Society in 1863, absorbed this rhetoric into the
fabric of all his work and thinking. Geology was his ‘favourite hobby’ since he ‘was
a boy’; ‘writing novels’ was ‘a farce and a sham’.8 He frequently considered never
writing another novel, though he just as frequently relented. He told his students not
to read novels when they took train journeys, but to look out of their carriage
windows and examine the strata revealed in the cuttings. And he defended himself
against claims that he was, in his words, ‘a ‘sentimentalist’ and a ‘fanatic’ on the
grounds that his accusers ‘little know how thoroughly my own bent is for physical
science; how I have been trained in it from earliest boyhood; how I am happier now
in classifying a new polype, or solving a geognostic problem of strata, or any other
bit of hard Baconian induction, than in writing all the novels in the world’.9 Though
Kingsley was one of the earliest proponents of evolutionary theory (in the form in
which it had been imagined by Charles Darwin), he was troubled by Vestiges. Its
evolutionary argument and its rhetorical power were attractive to him, but he was
also keenly aware of the scientific reaction to its flaws, mistakes and literary form
from the geological community of which he aspired to be a part. It was not until
1859, when the gentlemanly Charles Darwin proposed an evolutionary theory in a
respectable non-narrative form in Origin of Species, that Kingsley would feel
comfortable articulating his own evolutionary views. Even then, the antinarrativistic rhetoric of geological writing continually bedevilled his efforts to write
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even a more serious, more ‘realist’ form of fiction. Darwin, we might remember,
famously portrayed himself as having lost his aesthetic sense as his life wore on, and
to have stopped reading poetry, though he certainly continued reading novels.
Novels, it seems, did not rank high enough to require an aesthetic sensibility, and
their status in the wider culture is at least in part responsible for what we now see as
an anti-literary stance toward the novel in so much description of science and men of
science in the nineteenth century.10
It would be possible here, as Ralph O’Connor has done, to show a different
side of this trend, in which popular geological writers claimed their science was
actually superior to ‘romance’ (and the kind of ‘romance’ being denigrated differed
from text to text) in that it contained all the wonder and imagination of poetry or
historical fiction, but was grounded in actual fact.11 This is the important flip-side of
my argument. But the point remains that the staking out of territory in league or
competition with the novel, or in opposition to it, was also endemic in the first half
of the century. And this leaves out the second, perhaps more substantial problem, for
Sedgwick and others about novels – and especially about cheap, garish, or toothrilling novels with wild and wonderful plots. In elite literary culture, the novel was
not only considered as an effeminate and seductive form too avidly consumed by
women and the working classes, but it threatened to shape the way the world, and its
history, could be imagined. Seeing the history of the earth through the patterns of
stories, trying to write the story of earth history before all the evidence had been
collected, men and women might be seduced from the arduous task of seeing it as it
really was. Bad literary form was an indication of bad scientific thinking.
Sedgwick’s repugnance to the novel, and particularly to cheap print forms,
was more than mere eccentricity. It was symptomatic of a deep-rooted suspicion of
storytelling within the elite literary community to which leading geologists aspired
to belong, and of their desire that their science should find a place in literary culture
and remove its tainted association with evolutionary and scriptural cosmologies
circulating in less reputable portions of the press. The Geological Society of London
had been formed in 1807 to salvage a science from the wreckage of Enlightenment
‘theories of the earth’, theories which had promised to tell the entire story of earth
history, but had become associated with atheism, revolution, and damaging
scientific controversy.12 On the streets, in the clubs, the press, and in the theatres of
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Walter Scott’s Edinburgh, the intellectual community had come to blows over two
rival ‘theories of the earth’: the Royal Society had split in two and the Wernerian
Natural History Society had been set up to rival it, and Scott himself was brought
tangentially into the fray in 1812 when his friend George Steuart Mackenzie had a
play Scott had commissioned deliberately and publicly sabotaged by those on the
other side of the geological fence.13 When Scott had become President of the Royal
Society of Edinburgh, which had lost members due to the dispute, he pronounced
mockery on the men of science who claimed to know everything about the world’s
formation and history. Instead, in his inaugural speech he ‘got up the well-worn
opinion of Mr. Jenkinson in the Vicar of Wakefield upon the Cosmogony of the
World’.14 The opinion was, pride comes before a fall, and the more prosaic claims to
knowledge of an unworldly vicar ultimately trump the con-tricks of the fake
cosmogonist Mr. Jenkinson, who knows his own pretensions to be ‘absurd’. The
gentlemen of the Geological Society, avid Scott readers all, agreed that if there was
to be a recognisable scientific discipline called ‘geology’, they needed a different
form than those Enlightenment cosmologies and cosmogonies that had thrown them
into such dispute.
It may seem a paradox, but Scott was an important caveat in this antinarrative style for geology, for two reasons. First, he had bartered a new cultural
prestige for the novel and especially for the historical novel, a kind of novel which
could be associated with masculinity instead of femininity, and geology needed to
make the same kind of cultural move. In the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly
Review (the latter of which he had co-founded), Scott’s novels were praised for the
truth to fact, their masculine honesty, their accurate historical scholarship, in terms
which opposed his novels to the genre as a whole.15 Scott’s fiction was widely
considered a form of historical writing, a mode of writing which, though it was still
romantic enough to attract interest and captivate the imagination, was antiquarian in
detail and method, and which deployed irony in its fictional frames to poke fun at
plot as a mode of organising knowledge. He ‘could never form a plot’, Scott’s
narrators told his readers, over and over again, preferring episodic and meandering
narration, with poorly connected scenes and a lack of control over beginnings and
endings.16 This rhetorical repudiation of tightly-constructed plot was couched in
masculine, ironic, devil-may-care terms. And as the new geologists ventured into the
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wilderness on geological fieldwork, for instance, they often read Scott. They
imagined themselves as Waverley heroes questing into unexplored terrain. At their
clubs and societies, they played drinking games Scott had created for his fictions,
and in public they galvanised support for the Scott monument, which now stands on
Princes Street in Edinburgh. What Scott had achieved for the novel, the geologists
hoped to achieve for their suspect science. Even Sedgwick liked Scott.17
This exception, the fiction of the weighty cultural figure of Scott, as opposed
to the cheaper thrills of proliferating forms of other fictions, was rooted in the social
circles in which many geologists moved, friends with historians such as Hallam,
with politicians, and with their indebtedness to antiquarianism as a mode of
historical practice. It gave them a literary style by which to imagine themselves as
historians of the earth who were able to step back from narrative and view it
ironically or with the necessary rational detachment of the Scott narrator, and to
present their imaginative and suspect science in culturally authoritative, but
nonetheless popular, terms. Scott’s influence cannot be underestimated: the
geologist Thomas Dick Lauder, who wrote important early papers on the geological
formation of the parallel roads of Glen Roy, a phenomenon which continued to
baffle geologists long into the century, also wrote novels in direct imitation of Scott,
in which accurate and perhaps even original geological description was the means of
evacuating irrational, supernatural explanations from the plot.18 The English teacher
Charles Lapworth, who chose to accept a post in Galashiels partly because it was
Scott country, went on to solve the most vehement debate about the classification of
the strata ever fought in geology. He wrote lectures in his subsequent post at Mason
College, later the University of Birmingham, filled with quotations from and
allusions to Scott, explicitly used as a means of orienting the lecture audience in the
landscape, so that the geological analysis of the landscape was in part performed by
a descriptive mode familiar through the reading of Scott’s fictions.19 The forms of
Scott’s fictions helped geologists manage the problems of plot, to stop their stories
of the earth and its history from becoming too speculative and fanciful, or too liable
to seduce themselves and their readers.
If ‘romance’ was one foil against which the serious ‘realist’ novel, and a
modern form for geology, came into being, then ‘epic’ was certainly another.20
Rejecting the cosmogonies and cosmologies of the eighteenth century, geologists
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claimed that their work in the ‘infancy’ of the new science would be to observe the
world accurately and to defer the telling of stories until a far greater body of
evidence had been amassed. As they did so, they not only rejected ‘romance’ but
debated the appropriateness of all totalising or too-exciting narrative forms – even
those with the highest levels of cultural authority, such as the epic. For some
geologists, like William Buckland, Reader of Geology at Oxford, the power of the
new science lay in the promise that it might one day provide the story of earth
history, that one day the epic of earth history might be written. Buckland was
famous for reanimating the habitats of extinct creatures whose remains he explored
in caves in Yorkshire and South Wales. Such work did not provide an epic view of
the history of the planet but almost its opposite, a synchronic immersion into a
single scene of its past, the fossils and landscapes of a single moment in earth
history vividly recreated as a compelling picture.21 And yet, as O’Connor has
shown, in relatively private settings and in ephemeral spaces in his texts – at the
ends of his lectures and chapters, for instance, Buckland’s ecological reconstruction
of particular scenes of deep time gave way to this epic promise. Prehistoric caves
and underground caverns became mysterious realms inhabited by latter-day dragons
and beasts, and which could only be interpreted by gentlemen geologists conceived
of as epic guides and heroes questing into the subterranean depths. Buckland’s
writings and performances alluded regularly to Homer, Virgil, Dante and Milton,
investing geology with perceived compatibility with the textual scholarship of
classics and the Bible. At Oxford, of course, where Buckland was a Professor,
classics and the Bible formed the backbone of the curriculum. The teleological
narrative line of epic, with its claim to describe total history, could give dramatic
shape to the history of the earth, so that the geologist-guide could one day, when the
science had finally matured, advance ‘a cosmic narrative tracing a progression from
brute matter to humanity over millions of years’.22 For now, Buckland contended,
geologists could not hope to construct a diachronic or connected narrative of earth
history in all its glorious totality. But in the future, who knew where the possibilities
might lie.23
On the opposite side of the fence was one of Buckland’s most promising
students, Charles Lyell, now famous for having penned one of the most important
works in the history of geology, Principles of Geology (1830-33), who had gone up
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to Oxford in 1816 hoping to become a poet. He entered the Newdigate Prize at
Oxford three years running, and was disappointed each time. Only two of Lyell’s
poems have been published (though more may exist in the archive at Kinnordy
House, his home in Scotland), and both reveal traces of his passion for Byron’s
poetic innovations. In a poem ‘Lines on Staffa’, Lyell wrote up geological research
he had undertaken for Buckland in his summer vacation through an imitation of the
Spenserian stanza, a form Byron had popularized in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage
(1812).24 When Lyell left Oxford and moved to London, began practising law, and
attempted to ingratiate himself in metropolitan literary circles, it was a Byronic form
that would increasingly structure his apprehension of the earth, and would cause him
directly to challenge Buckland’s scientific authority.
Herbert Tucker has recently demonstrated that, in the wake of Byron’s
achievement in Childe Harold, epic poetry became a heroic impossibility for all but
the apocalyptic and deluge poets whose work flooded from the presses in the 1820s
and from which geologists would become keen to distance themselves and their
science.25 Indeed, this resistance to epic as an outmoded order is discernible in a
much wider set of cultural debates than the poetic, debates in which Lyell was both
onlooker and occasional participant. Attempting to win the hand of his future wife
Mary Horner in 1831, he wrote her an account of his life, telling her stories about
the precocious young boy-poet he had been before his disappointment with the
Oxford prizes, putting special and extended emphasis on his ability with ‘mockheroics’.26 More publicly, in 1829 Lyell reviewed Gabriele Rossetti’s controversial
Comento Analitico on Dante’s Divine Comedy as a favour to his father, who was
good friends with Rossetti. Rossetti had argued that Dante’s poem was not an epic in
the true sense, but a coded allegory designed to communicate secret anti-papal
messages between members of an ancient heretical sect. For Rossetti, epic was a
fallible historic document, not a perfect expression of a completed and allencompassing past. 27
Lyell criticised Rossetti, not wanting to be associated with what was a
historical project roundly condemned as absurd. But he praised another antiepicising scholar, Georg Barthold Niebuhr, whose Römische Geschichte had
recently been translated into English by friends of Adam Sedgwick and was also
causing a furore on the pages of the Quarterly Review in 1829.28 Deeply critical of
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classical sources, and especially of the histories of Livy and Dionysus, Niebuhr had
said that these authoritative Roman historians had not provided factual records of the
Roman people but had brought ‘down the marvels of the heroic ages into the sphere
of history’, writing ‘an epical narrative of actions and events’ whose true relation to
the past had now to be subjected to ‘scientific’ scrutiny.29 Niebuhr largely invented
source criticism and, as Rossetti was, he stood charged with an excess of
imagination, arrogantly reconstructing Roman history to his own design (itself no
less fallible than that of Livy), and of a damaging scepticism about authoritative
classical sources. But for Lyell, this chimed with his urbane literary sensibilities and
struck him as an appropriate model for the historical reconstruction of geological
ages, for which the evidence was obscure and fragmentary. ‘He who calls the
vanished past back again into being,’ he wrote in Principles, citing Niebuhr, ‘enjoys
a bliss like that of creating’.30 Geologists, poets, literary critics, novelists like Scott,
and historians, all were shedding the traditional and iconic narrative forms of epic in
favour of a new, scientific or at least ironic kind of scrutiny of the world and the
stories that were told about it. Indeed, the popularity of mock-epic in the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries has been considered as concomitant with the rise of
the novel, both sharing an emphasis on particulars, a mixing of ‘high’ and ‘low’ art
forms, a struggle to find artistic coherence, and a questioning of traditional forms of
literary, political or religious authority.31 Lyell’s geology shared all these elements,
too. In this context, Buckland’s epic of earth history, as important as it had been,
could be made to look like an apology for the biblical account of the making and
unmaking of worlds.
Lyell, no longer a poet but nonetheless a man of yearning literary ambition,
re-shaped contemporary visions of the earth in Principles of Geology in line with
this urbane new aesthetic. Fossils, he contended, were poorly preserved, the strata
only rarely and randomly deposited, and the human ability to observe geological
processes, many of which took place at the bottom of the sea or in the depths of the
earth’s core, was derisory. The earth was subject to ongoing, random, and sporadic
violence, which disrupted and destroyed geological evidence. Its beginnings and
endings were unknown and unknowable, the shape and pattern of earth history
obscure, and the story of that history, rejected at least in principle by his colleagues,
would never be known. Though many critics have considered Lyell's
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‘uniformitarianism’ as a plot of earth history, as James A. Secord has put it,
Principles of Geology was an ‘anti-narrative’, designed to take the resistance to
story endemic in the methods and practices of Geological Society geology to its
fullest conclusion.32 Just to give a few examples, Lyell quoted Samuel Butler’s
Hudibras with its mockery of Thomas Burnet’s cosmological work Sacred Theory
of the Earth.33 He used Milton and Dante not only to inspire his readers with a sense
of the poetic grandeur of geology but in many cases as mere pieces of historical
evidence for the geological lay of the land in the periods in which they had been
writing.34 He mocked his colleagues and predecessors by accusing them of having
the same perspective on earth history as Umbriel, the gnome in Pope’s mock-epic
The Rape of the Lock or of Dante in fourteenth-century Italy.35 He also continued to
identify with Byron, counseling his fellow geologists to ‘overcome those […]
impressions which induced the poets of old to select the rock as the emblem of
firmness – the sea as the image of inconstancy’ and to take heed of ‘Our modern
poet’ who, ‘in a more philosophical spirit, saw in the latter “The image of Eternity,”
and has finely contrasted the fleeting existence of the successive empires which have
flourished and fallen on the borders of the ocean, with its own unchanged stability’,
finishing with a quotation from the fourth canto of Childe Harold.36 If it was ‘the
present moment’ that was ‘Byron’s strong suit’, as Tucker has written, then it was
Lyell’s ‘strong suit’ too, as he used the present as ‘the key to the past’, making ‘a
black hole in narrative’, ‘subordinating opinion, description, and momentum to the
advancement of a central self without evident motive, bearing, or goal’.37 Lyell’s
earth was a Byronic hero, thronging and alive with change, change in all directions,
at all times, by all possible means. And by implication, Lyell was the Byron of the
new geology.
In the current literature, geology has tended to be cast as the handmaiden of
evolutionary biology.38 Critics working in nineteenth-century literature and science
are indebted to the works of Gillian Beer, George Levine, and Sally Shuttleworth for
their subtle and perceptive treatments of evolutionary writings as important literary
as well as scientific documents. They are equally indebted to Beer for the powerful
argument that the ‘plots’ of Darwin’s writing – of the lateral ‘tangled bank’
relationships between creatures and events over an imperceptibly long span of time
– were in part shaped by literary plots and then re-appropriated by them. Novelists
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including George Eliot, Charles Dickens and Thomas Hardy shaped their fictional
worlds by absorbing or contesting the patterns of evolutionary development.39
Subsequent critics have adopted this model and applied it to nineteenth-century
geology, identifying plots of ‘uniformitarianism’ (Lyell’s gradualistic model of
change to which Darwin was indebted) and a violent ‘catastrophism’.40
But, under historical scrutiny, arguments that may work very well for
evolutionary biology do not work nearly so well for geology. I have argued in this
essay that plots were problems for geologists, not proofs, and they could hardly be
used as uncontroversial frameworks for novelistic stories. Though there is not space
to argue this fully here, it should be clear that the arguments between Lyell and the
other geologists belonging to his intellectual community could not be boiled down to
a simple opposition between his ‘uniformitarianism’ and their ‘catastrophism’:
neither of these was a distinct school of thought and many geologists agreed with
Lyell’s ideas, many of which were restatements or agreements with their own.
Many, including Adam Sedgwick and the imperial geologist Roderick Murchison,
agreed with Lyell that gradual processes could explain large-scale geological change
(though, unlike Lyell, they thought that events of a greater intensity than humans
had ever witnessed may have operated at other points in geological history).
Differences between geologists were subtle and complex, determined much less by
religious denomination (as is sometimes asserted) than by forms of publication,
institutional affiliations, networks of friendships and collaborations, access to travel
and regional differences, and to the exhibitions, museums, lectures, and to the
written works these men read and produced. If we are fully to get to grips with the
literary dimensions of geological science, as literary critics we must continue to
learn from historians of geology in order to unpack the full range of this complexity,
and to pay closer scrutiny to the many geological books, lectures, periodical essays,
maps, columns and scientific papers geologists produced.
It is not that narratives of earth history were not important to the birth of
geology as a culturally-authoritative discipline. Recent work by scholars in history
of science, or paying close attention to it, such as that by O’Connor and Secord,
continues to emphasise narrative as a central mode by which geological writers
garnered support for their work and views, or generated literary ‘sensations’ by it.41
This close attention to the nuances and complexities of the different kinds of
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narrative deployed by different historical actors, for different reasons, in different
literary modes, and in the different scientific spaces (the museum, the exhibition, the
panorama, the periodical, the lecture hall) which inflected the meaning of ‘geology’,
marks a distinct move forward in the study of geology and literature, and I am
thoroughly indebted to this work. I seek to add to it here by arguing that narrative
was as often a problem as a possibility for nineteenth-century geologists, that the
points at which they avoided narrative is equally telling as the places in which they
used it. And I want to take O’Connor’s argument for the uses of narrative to
geological popularisers a step further: sensitive not only to its uses but also to its
abuses, geologists, in line with the historians, poets, critics and novelists who were
their friends and colleagues, self-consciously interrogated the epistemological value
of different literary forms and structures as modes of apprehending and organising
knowledge. Arguments about the form and structure of the earth and its history were
always, in part, arguments about literary form and structure, too. Literature was a
mode of scientific practice, akin to fieldwork, collecting, and observation: the form a
writer gave to earth history, to a novel, to a poem, or to a history, would determine
just how authoritative his view could be said to be, just how compelling his vision of
the globe would be to his colleagues and to the wider public. And thus, for the very
same reason that narrative was a powerful tool for captivating and converting new
readers to geology it was also condemned as suspiciously irrational, encouraging
those captivated readers to suspend their disbelief, numbing them to the proper
forms of rational inquiry. For realist novelists, questing to give the novel a new
cultural authority, and for geologists, seeking to do the same for their science,
narrative had a much more ambiguous and much more complex role to play than we,
with our own narratives of the relations between ‘science’ and ‘literature’, have
hitherto been accustomed to believe.
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