








PROCEMIUM DE A N N 0  MIRABILI  

OWADAYS we hear much of gifted children (not to be 
confused with exceptional children, for in the jargon 

of educators "exceptional" means exceptionally bad). There 
are also gifted years. The present number of The Rice Insti- 
tute Pamphlet celebrates the centennial of such a year: 1859. 

One aspect of gifted years can be illustrated by another 
date, exactly a half-century earlier: 1809 (QUERY: DO gifted 
years run in fifty-year cycles?) I t  deserves to be known in 
the history of the nineteenth centuiy as "the year of the 
great birth," for a really astonishing number of major Vic- 
torians, both English and American, were born in that year. 
In England they included the poet laureate, Lord Tennyson, 
the dean of biologists, Charles Darwin, and the great prime 
minister, Gladstone; not to mention luminaries of secondary 
magnitude, such as Edward FitzGerald. In America there 
were Edgar Allan Poe, President Abraham Lincoln, Autocrat 
Oliver Wendell Holmes-but why go on? Curiously, if a 
great Victorian was not born in 1809, it is almost safe to 
assume that the birthdate was 1819. (QUERY: IS there a ten- 
year epicycle for gifted years?) Consider John Ruskin, George 
Eliot, Charles Kingsley, James Russell Lowell, Herman 
Melville, and Walt Whitman, all born in 1819. Emily and 
Anne BrontB somewhat tactlessly came into the world in 
1818 and 1820, but then none of the Brontes were well ad- 
justed. Needless to say, the birth year of both Queen Victoria 
and Prince Albert was 1819. 

But what of our centenary annus nzirabilis, 1859? (QUERY: 
Is the digit 9 a magical number for gifted years?) First, let 
it be admitted that so far as the United States was con- 
cerned, 1859 was distinctly an "exceptional" (i.e., excep- 
tionally bad) year. Americologists have unearthed the fact 
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that Holmes' Professor appeared then (but dated 1860) and 
that Joseph Jefferson began his celebrated performances of 
Rip Van Winkle in 1859, but they report little else of cultural 
interest. Seemingly, the momentous Lincoln-Douglas debates 
of the preceding year, followed by the hanging of John 
Brown on December 2, 1859, caused America to bate its 
national breath in hushed expectation of the election and 
secession of 1860-61. 

In England, on the contrary, never were greater gifts 
showered by a single year. Greatest of all, in retrospect, was 
Tlze O~igin  of Species by Means of Natural Selection. 
Charles Darwin did not, of course, "discover2' evolution. The 
evolutionary processes of nature had been observed by the 
Greeks; the term "survival of the fittest" was supplied by 
Herbert Spencer (as Darwin willingly acknowledged); and 
the cardinal principle of natural selection was announced 
conjointly by Darwin and a younger naturalist, Alfred Russel 
Wallace. Charles Darwin's genius was concentration: his was 
the burning glass that brought to a focus the population 
theory of Malthus, the new geology of Lyell and von Hum- 
boldt, and the germinal evolutionary studies of Lamarck, 
of his own grandfather Erasmus Darwin, and of other prede- 
cessors and contemporaries. When this centennial issue of 
The Rice Institute Pamphlet was proposed to commemorate 
the year 1859, the ramifying effects of Darwinism in phi- 
losophy and literature as well as in biology and paleontology 
were unanimously selected as the most obviously appropriate 
theme. 

Another great book of 1859, one of our two classic state- 
ments of the doctrine of liberty of thought and expression, 
was John Stuart Mill's essay On Libe~fy.  In contrast with 
Milton, whose Areopagitica impels by passionate ut-terance 
more than it convinces by logical analysis, Mill is dry and 
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matter-of-fact. Derided by Carlyle as a logic-chopping ma- 
chine, like the Mi11 of the Gods he chopped slowly and ex- 
ceedingly fine. However, with a vision wider even than 
Milton's, he broadened his scope to a general defense of the 
individual and of minorities against society, the state, the 
compact majority. His arguments are eminently fair, win- 
ningly candid, and very nearly irrefutable. 

The year 1859 is also important for creative literature, in- 
cluding publication of the first four Idylls of the King. It is 
passing wonderful that England, the sceptered isle graced 
by generations of able poets, has never really had a national 
epic. Beowulf is wholly oriented toward the Continent. 
Paradise Lost is the epic, not of an ethnic people, but of man- 
kind, the human race. If finished, The Faerie Queene might 
well have qualified as a-perhaps the-British national epic, 
but it is a fragment. The truth is that despite the deficiency 
of Tennyson's poem in Virgilian machinery (apart from its 
saving final organization into twelve books), it is one of the 
strongest competitors for the vacant title of national epic 
ever produced by an English poet. 

In fiction, few years can rival 1859 for the distinction of 
Adam Bede, The Ordeal of Richard Feuerel, and A Tale of 
Two Cities, The last is one of Charles Dickens' best books; 
its relegation to the class of The Last of the Mohicans by 
having been placed on "required reading" lists has subjected 
it to the same unfair devaluation that has befallen "L7Alle- 
gro" and "I1 Penseroso," Julius Caesar, and Gray's "Elegy." 
As is well known, it has a firmer plot structure than most 
of the novels of Dickens; in addition, an unpublished study 
by a graduate student at the Rice Institute recently has 
shown its remarkable artistry of diction, imagery, and 
sustained symbolism, George Eliot's Silm Marner has like- 
wise been degraded to set reading lists but, fortunately, 
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not Adam Bede, which is a better and more substantial book. 
"Substantial" seems altogether the right word for George 
Eliot. The language of Adam Bede does not shimmer and 
colxscate. Its author's homely countenance launched no 
ships, and her birthday-even though it occurred in a "gifted 
year," 1819-never will be celebrated by dancing in the 
sheets. She is as plain, yet as strangely attractive, as the 
Dutch genre paintings that delighted and inspired her by 
their truthfulness. 

Along wit11 Henry James, George Meredith was a princi- 
pal link between the traditional novel and the new de- 
partures in style, psychoIogica1 analysis, and point of view 
that have characterized fiction. Like James, Mere- 
dith often seems deliberately to lay roadblocks in the path- 
way of uninitiated readers, who may feel the same kind of 
gratitude for Richard Feuere2 as for Daisy Miller: it is easy 
(or, at least, comparatively undifficult), and withal it tells an 
excellent story. Nevertheless-again like Henry James- 
Meredith is strictly a writer for adults. He has nothing to offer 
children, the mentally retarded, or persons brainwashed by 
soap-opera. 

Another work: of the a n n w  mirabilis, 1859, is of such 
an~biguous nature that no one dares to say categorically 
whether it is a transIation or an original poem. Edward 
FitzGerald's imitation, or adaptation, or paraphrase, or 
translatioil of Tlze Rubciiycit of Omar Khayycim is a palrnary 
exhibit in the Museum of Comparative Literature. Feeling 
no compulsion to render literally the manuscript from whicll 
he worked, by normalizing the meter and rime scheme and 
regula~izing the sequence of stanzas FitzGerald re-created 
his Persian original with what a teacher of rhetoric might 
laud as improved unity, coherence, and emphasis. Although 



Proenzium de Anno Mirabili ix 
very nearly stillborn on first publication, it was roused to 
vigorous life by the trumpets of Aestheticism. In puffed 
artificial-leather bindings, it then lay incongruously beside 
In Memo~iam on late-Victorian marbletop tables, singing con- 
solations of despair antiphonally with the poet laureate's 
consolations of faith. In the pocltets of American students, it 
went surreptitiously to college; and in the handbags of com- 
mercial travelers, it traversed the cities of the plain. For two 
or three generations it was the unholy writ of the beautifully 
damned, a Baedeker's pocket-guide to the primrose path. 
Today it is read nostalgically by elders who once were 
youths, but youth knows it no more. 

As for births and deaths of 1859; we see simultaneously 
the passing of the Romantic period in the death of Thomas 
De Quincey and Leigh Hunt, and an unseasonal harbinger of 
Victorian autumn in that of Macaulay. Most of the Ro- 
mantics had died young and innocent of Victorianism, but 
Hunt and De Quincey lingered on until Tennyson had suc- 
ceeded Wordsworth, and the birth of four Princes and five 
Princesses had seemingly engraved the new era upor1 
eternity. Thomas Babington MacauIay not only saw the ad- 
vent of that age; he was its son and heir, and its unashamed 
advocate-the very enlbodiment of the Victorian Compro- 
mise. Re was also one of the great men of letters of his time, 
and so admirably true to his bookish nature that when he 
suddenly expired on December 28, 1859, Be died reading a 
book. 

In the generations, as in all else, for every action there 
is the reciprocal reaction; if in 1859 an old world was passing, 
a new world was coining into existence. Francis Thon~pson, 
who was born in the same year when Thomas De Quincey 
died, like De Quincey fell victim to opium; but he was also 
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the quarry of the Hound of Heaven, and one of the two 
great Roman Catholic Victorian poets. Another birth of 
1859, that of A. E. Housman (how odd to think of him as ever 
a baby!) launches us more directly toward the twentieth cen- 
tury. Housman's verses have enjoyed, and still enjoy, a vogue 
mildly similar to the former cult of the Rubdig&, but one 
more likely to endure because of their remarkable power of 
Katllarsis, of cleansing and refreshing the spirit. Finally-or, 
to turn a phrase, last but not least-there arrived in 1859 one 
Arthur Conan Doyle, in after years to be known as a physi- 
cian, a writer of historical tales, and a spiritualist, but above 
all as the creator of Sherlock Holmes and the prototype of 
Doctor Watson. With Housman, Doyle may very well have 
achieved the happy destiny of living classic, to be read with 
delight by all ages in all times, 

ANNUS MIRABILIS, verily, was 1859: a year of wonders. 

5. D. T. 


	article_RIP461_contents
	ADD
	article_RIP461_contents

	ADD



