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Richard Read 

Perception, History,  
and Geology: 
 
The Heritage of  
William Molyneux’s  
Question in Colonial  
Landscape Painting

Figure 1
Richard Wilson (1713/14–82), Apollo 
and the Seasons, (C18th), oil on canvas, 
100.1 × 125.7 cm, Fitzwilliam Museum, 
University of Cambridge

In his July 17, 1814, review “Wilson’s Landscape, 
at the British Institution,” English Romantic art 
critic and essayist William Hazlitt (1778–1830) 
applauded Apollo and the Seasons (18th c.; fig. 1),  
an Italianate landscape painting by Richard 
Wilson (c. 1713–1782) in the manner of Claude 
Lorrain (1604–1682): 

 
The fine grey tone, and varying outline of 
the hills; the graceful form of the retir-
ing lake, broken still more by the hazy 
shadows of the objects that repose on its 
bosom; the light trees that expand their 
branches in the air; and the dark stone fig-
ure and mouldering temple, that contrast 
strongly with the broad clear light of the 
rising day,—give a charm, a truth, a force 
and harmony to this composition, which 
produce the greater pleasure the longer it 
is dwelt on.1 

Emulating the poetry of James Thomson’s 
(1700–1748) The Seasons (1730),2 Hazlitt’s syntax 
reenacts excursions of the eye over diagonals that 
link variegated bands of landscape scenery to the 
bright horizon, where it rebounds on tonal contrast 
back to the foreground. The description ends with 
a striking analogy: “The distribution of light and 
shade resembles the effect of light on a globe.”3 To 
what does this analogy refer in a painting in which 
there is no globe? 

One possibility is that Hazlitt is referring to 
a terrestrial globe, a common feature of cultivated 
Georgian interiors. As such, he reverses the con-
traction he mooted in “On Going a Journey” (1822), 
where a terrestrial globe shows abstract knowledge 
dwarfed by lived experience: “What is the true 
signification of that immense mass of territory and 
population, known by the name of China to us? An 
inch of paste-board on a wooden globe, of no more 
account than a China orange!”4 The globe analogy 
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constructivist, nonempirical power of the mind. 
This chapter explores the influence of the debate 
over innate ideas versus sensory experience on 
British, American, and Australian authors and art-
ists as an aspect of the impact of the colonial project 
on the environment. 

Hazlitt, Locke, and  
Empirical Perception

Locke, Berkeley, and many others agreed with 
Molyneux that the newly sighted blind man would 
be unable to tell a sphere apart from a cube with-
out the aid of touch, for otherwise there must be 
an innate, amodal correspondence between the 
separate ideas of sight and touch that transcends 
sensory experience, a proposition to which empir-
icist philosophers implacably opposed to innate 
ideas could not assent. Locke argued that if the 
newly sighted blind man could not bring his habit-
ual memory of touch to the visual image on his 
retina, he would see the sphere only as “a flat circle 
variously shadowed with several degrees of light 
and brightness…as is evident in painting.”8 

From this context, a tight fit emerges between 
Hazlitt’s ekphrasis and the globe analogy. Adopting 
Locke’s analogy between painting and perception, 
Hazlitt employs literary synesthesia to reenact 
a habitual association of flat retinal images with 
nonvisual memories. Elsewhere he calls this “gusto,” 

“where the impression made on one sense excites 
by affinity those of another.”9 Here, there is gusto 
in the recession of the lake, the expansion of the 
boughs, and the moldering of the temple in “all the 
cool freshness of a misty spring morning.”10 To the 
objection that landscape space far exceeds in scope 
the arm’s extension to a sphere and cube, Hazlitt 
answered that “by the aid of the pencil we may be 
said to touch and handle the objects of sight.”11 

endows Wilson’s Arcadian scene with an amplitude 
that anticipates Ralph Waldo Emerson’s (1803–
1882) claim that “a work of art” is “an epitome of the 
world.”5 

An alternative explanation is that this vivid 
figure of speech is intended to illuminate the 
internal mechanism of perception, which Hazlitt 
explored in his Lectures on English Philosophy, 
delivered two years earlier. There, the globe was 
introduced in reference to John Locke’s (1632–1704) 
discussion of a question posed by his friend Irish 
philosopher William Molyneux (1656–1698) in An 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1694).6 
Locke likens retinal impressions to painting, asking 
whether a blind man whose sight has been newly 
restored would be able to distinguish between a 
sphere and a cube without resorting to touch, the 
only faculty through which he could have prior 
knowledge of their solid shapes. Philosopher Ernst 
Cassirer (1874–1945) nominated this conundrum 
the “common center” of “all the special prob-
lems of eighteenth-century epistemology and 
psychology.”7

Molyneux’s question became a battleground 
contested by key European philosophers, who 
debated whether empiricism or idealism best 
explained the mind’s access to ideas about the 
world. Relations between these philosophical 
positions are notoriously tangled, but, briefly put: 
empiricism, the philosophy of science, states that 
all knowledge derives from sense impression, while 
idealism asserts that nothing exists but mental 
ideas. Locke was an empiricist who resisted ideal-
ism, whereas Bishop George Berkeley (1685–1753) 
forcefully argued that empiricism collapses into 
idealism, which, in the philosophy of David Hume 
(1711–1776) risks a further collapse into solipsism. 
Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) idealism attempted 
to avoid Humean conclusions by appealing to the 

“the classical assumption that two-dimensional 
vision is immediate, primitive or sensory, while 
three-dimensional vision is secondary, derived or 
perceptual. One must first see a plane form before 
one can see a solid form.”13 If a painting cannot 
trigger tactile memories of the scene it depicts, it 
lacks the gusto required to spatialize its illusion. 
Thus, Wilson’s paintings of comparatively novel 
subjects such as Cumberland, Westmoreland, and 
Wales lacked conviction: “a mountain shrinks 
to a molehill, and the lake that expands its broad 

That is to say, the physical motility of painting 
recapitulates the sensory coordination of touch 
and vision a child learns on his or her earliest 
walking expeditions.12

It follows that in suggesting that landscape 
is “grasped” through painting, Hazlitt shared 
with the philosophers of the previous century the 
erroneous assumption of Renaissance perspective 
science that the flat window of the picture plane 
is isomorphic with the observer’s retinal image. 
This, as James J. Gibson has argued, relies on 
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Figure 2
Richard Wilson (1713/14-82), Snowdon from  
Llyn Nantlle, c. 1765–66, oil on canvas, 101 × 127 
cm, Lady Lever Art Gallery, Liverpool
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towards a New Theory of Vision was the prolegom-
enon to his A Treatise Concerning the Principles 
of Human Knowledge (1710), in which he refutes 
the existence of a material universe. By pursuing 
empirical ideas of visual and tactile association to 
the point of collapse in the earlier work, Berkeley 
prepared an immaterialist account of conscious-
ness supplied by God instead of the physical world: 
he trenchantly maintained that the habitually 
associated ideas of sight and touch have nothing in 
common either with each other or with an external 
world.15 

The commonsensical Hazlitt was no more 
convinced by Berkeley’s position that “all those 
bodies which compose the mighty frame of the 
world, have not any subsistence without a mind” 
than by Hume’s skeptical hypothesis of a mind 

“shut up in the narrow cell of its own individu-
ality.”16 Yet where an Aelbert Cuyp (1620–1691) 
painting at Dulwich College Gallery was concerned 
(Herdsman with Cows, c. 1645; fig. 3), Hazlitt could 
at least entertain the idea of Berkeley’s theory as 
a stimulus to the imagination: “A fine gallery of 
pictures is a sort of illustration of Berkeley’s Theory 

bosom to the sky, seems hardly big enough to 
launch a fleet of cockle-shells” (see Snowdon from 
Llyn Nantle, c. 1765; fig. 2).14 These unfamiliar des-
tinations on an alternative grand tour of Britain 
occasioned by the Napoleonic Wars (1803–15) 
lacked the time-honored associations of the 
Roman Campagna found in paintings by Claude 
and Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665). Even if one had 
visited them, they held no more conviction than 
a map of China on a pasteboard globe. Hence the 
dynamic interconnection between these alterna-
tive explanations of Hazlitt’s globe analogy, which 
creates a temporal as well as spatial illusion of the 
antique world relived as immediate experience. 

Hazlitt and Ruskin:  
Idealist Perception

Hazlitt was aware that Molyneux’s question 
was developed as the central point of Bishop 
Berkeley’s An Essay towards a New Theory of 
Vision (1709), a work that gained almost univer-
sal acceptance. But in endorsing Locke’s answer, 
Berkeley was misunderstood, for An Essay 
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contradict each other, as Berkeley had argued. 
Thus Hazlitt’s analogy with the nectarine serves 
a contrasting purpose to that of the globe he uses 
to describe Wilson’s Apollo. There, the analogy 
established an illusion of reality. Here, it evokes the 
reality of an illusion. Yet if the Cuyp painting illus-
trates a fictional visual theory, it is informed by the 
objective tenor of the equivocal wonderland that 
a patient reported to surgeon William Cheselden 
(1688–1752) after a cataract operation enabled 
him to see for the first time. As Berkeley quoted: 

“Pictures would feel like the things they represented, 
and [he] was amaz’d when he found those parts, 
which by their light and shadow appear’d now 
round and uneven, felt only flat like the rest; and 
asked which was the lying sense, feeling, or see-
ing?”18 The patient learned to see only gradually.

Hazlitt’s description brought a thunder-
ing denunciation from John Ruskin (1819–1900). 
Obsessed with truth to nature in Modern Painters 
I (1843), Ruskin focused on the mismatch between 
Cuyp’s landscape and Hazlitt’s analogy: “Now I dare 
say that the sky of this first-rate Cuyp is very like an 
unripe nectarine: all that I have to say is, that it is 
exceedingly unlike a sky.”19 It is therefore fasci-
nating to discover that in The Elements of Drawing 
(1857), Ruskin concurs with Hazlitt’s view that 
perception of solid form comes from the custom of 
associating it with tactile experience, but draws the 
opposite conclusion, proposing one should try to 
recover “the innocence of the eye; that is to say, of a 
sort of childish perception of these flat stains of col-
our merely as such, without consciousness of what 
they signify,—as a blind man would see them if 
suddenly gifted with sight.”20 By purifying the reti-
nal image of “solidity of projection”—deemed “the 
vilest mechanism that art can be insulted by giving 
a name to”21—Ruskin was implicitly giving a posi-
tive answer to Molyneux’s question, for by calling 

of Matter and Spirit. It is like a palace of thought.… 
Substances turn to shadows by the painter’s 
arch-chemical touch; shadows harden into 
substances.... Look at the Cuyp next door.… The 
tender green of the valleys beyond the gleaming 
lake, the purple light of the hills, have an effect 
like the down on an unripe nectarine. You may 
lay your finger on the canvass; but miles of dewy 
vapour and sunshine are between you and the 
object you survey.”17 

In observing the Cuyp work, Hazlitt finds, 
the evidence of touch is at odds with that of vision, 
so that pictorial artifice and spatial distance 
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Figure 3
Aelbert Cuyp, Herdsmen with Cows, c. 1645,  
oil on canvas, 101.4 × 145.8 cm,  
DPG128, Dulwich Picture Gallery, London

Figure 4
J.M.W. Turner, Mercury and Argus, 1836, 
partly repainted 1840, oil on canvas, 
151.8 × 111.8 cm, Purchased 1951, 
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
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Esq., 1828, Metropolitan Museum of Art), Daniel 
Wadsworth (1771–1848) invoked a collapse of 
spatiality akin to Hazlitt’s shrunken mountain and 
pasteboard globe: “To us…Monte Video remains as 
beautiful as ever…but after the splendid Mountains 
[and] Palaces you have lived amongst it will appear 
but a miniature—& a rude one.”27 American history 
afforded insufficient cultural memory to spatialize 
the view. 

Molyneux’s question was a formative element 
in colonial landscape aesthetics, while the unfa-
miliarity of American and Australian landscapes 
made their representation particularly pertinent 
for philosophical debates about visual and tactile 
perception. Negative answers to Molyneux’s ques-
tion became problematic when the debate crossed 
the Atlantic,28 for how was the colonial painter to 
acquire the necessary tactile associations when, 
in Cole’s phrase: “All nature here is new to Art”?29 
According to Locke, retinal images were unintelligi-
ble without prior tactile experience of their objects, 
hence the difficulty for artists making, or writers 
appraising, paintings of “untouched nature” lack-
ing the familiarity of culturally intelligible places. If 
the inferior art of landscape painting was to elevate 
taste as it ought to, it must aspire to the higher 
genre of history painting by employing scenery 
transformed by heroic action. Thus in his “Essay 
on American Scenery” (1836), Cole addressed the 

“grand defect in American scenery—the want of 
associations, such as arise amid the scenes of the 
old world.”30

But if Locke’s theory of perception was 
partially responsible for this problem, his other 
writings provided the rationale for two great histor-
ical themes that were amply available to American 
landscape painting: “the great struggle for free-
dom,” as Cole called the War of Independence 
(1775–83), and the clearing of wilderness. In Two 

for the preservation of “the innocence of the eye” 
he followed Plato rather than Locke in positing a 
mystical apprehension of pictorial distance that 
avoided what Ruskin regarded as Claude’s idola-
trous tactile illusionism.22

By contrast, Ruskin found that Joseph 
Mallord William Turner (1775–1851), by “retire-
ment of solid surface,” dismantled the stage 
scenery of classical pictorial structure, so that, in 
Mercury and Argus (before 1836; fig. 4), “if ever 
an edge is expressed…it is only felt for an instant, 
and then lost again; so that the eye cannot stop at 
it and prepare for a long jump to another like it, 
but is guided over it, and round it into the hol-
low beyond; and thus the whole receding mass 
of ground, going back for more than a quarter 
of a mile, is made completely one.”23 Here was a 
Platonic means of abolishing the human agency of 
tactile mediation by defining sight as “an abso-
lutely spiritual phenomenon,” uniting the soul 
with creation.24 Yet, paradoxically, Ruskin also 
remained a Lockean, convinced that “there is no 
perception” unless we take notice within of “what-
ever impressions are made on the outward parts” 
of the body.25 

Human and Geological History  
in Colonial Painting

It was precisely Ruskin’s supersensuous swoop-
ings of an eye freed from touch that painter 
Thomas Cole (1801–1848) could not abide when 
he caught up with Turner’s latest works in 1829: 

“They are splendid combinations of colour when 
it is considered separately from the subject, but 
they are destitute of all appearance of solidity.”26 
Moreover, in writing to Cole in Europe about a 
view from a mansion Cole had painted in America 
(View of Monte Video, the Seat of Daniel Wadsworth, 
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while also justifying the dispossession of Native 
Americans supposedly ignorant and incapable of 
agriculture.31 Effort expended on the land meshed 
with the tactile dimension in Lockean perception 
in fostering “heroic” alterations to landscape. 
Thus, after the revolution, the dominant theme of 
American landscape painting became the dynamic 
interaction and violent collision of settlement 
and wilderness.32 In contemporary Australia, too, 
future land improvement became an adequate sub-
stitute for European history: “The traveller there 
seeks in vain for the remains of cities, temples, or 
towers,” wrote explorer Sir Thomas Mitchell (1792–
1855), “but he is amply compensated by objects 
that tell not of decay but of healthful progress and 

Treatises on Government (1689), Locke asserts the 
free and equal status of all individuals against the 
authority and privilege of divine-right monarchy, a 
position that accords with his subjectivist percep-
tual theory. On empirical grounds, America was “a 
state of nature,” a testing ground for the dovetailing 
of Locke’s political and perceptual theories. In the 
chapter in the Second Treatise on the labor theory 
of property Locke justifies property through the 
exertion of physical labor on natural resources, 
particularly through agriculture and enclosure, a 
process exemplified in the “homestead principle” of 
independent ownership. 

Making property a criterion of citizenship 
served the interests of an empire based on freedom 
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Figure 5
Thomas Cole, Landscape with Figures: A 
Scene from “The Last of the Mohicans,” 1826, 
oil on panel, 66.4 × 109.4, Terra Foundation for 
American Art , Daniel J. Terra Collection (1993.2)
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tone along the zigzag trajectory that draws the eye 
forward into spatial depth through alternating 
bands of dark and light wilderness, then sideways 
toward a brightly lit settlement from which smoke 
rises, then upward into the sky around either side 
of the distant mountains. As with Wilson’s Apollo, 
the progress of the eye into space is temporally 
sequential, but now “the mind’s eye” sees “far into 
futurity” rather than backward to the antique past. 
The distant, starkly illuminated settlement that 
overflows neighboring valleys promises a bright 
future, for “where the wolf roams the plough shall 
glisten.”38 But ominous storms descend to the left 
at the center of the tallest mountain to connect 
with a vector of smoke drifting from a burning sec-
tion of the township on the right, suggesting either 
land clearance or urban conflagration.

These forking pathways for the eye around 
the mountains—bright to the right, dark to the 
left—set future intimations of manifest destiny 
against the prospect of divine retribution for 
despoliation of the land, a pessimistic alternative 
strengthened by the ecological damage from the 
tanning industry implied by the falling storm 
and rising fire in other Cole images at this time, 
particularly the closely related Catskill Mountain 
House, The Four Elements (1843–44, private collec-
tion).39 What remains constant in both optimistic 
and pessimistic depictions of landscape change in 
these and many other Hudson River School paint-
ings is the dynamic appropriation of picture space 
by tactile optical probing. By contrast, Kathleen 
Ash-Milby has argued that landscape representa-
tion was missing from Native American culture 
until forced removals from the land, since it “was 
never alien enough to need representation in the 
first place.”40

A potent alternative to colonial history as a 
source of landscape narrative was the scientific 

hope;—of a wonderful past, and of a promising 
future.”33 

Angela L. Miller has argued that Cole’s 
American paintings are deeply indebted to “a 
form of sensationalism, traceable to John Locke, 
in which the mind and imagination were seen 
as imprinted with the sensory data of particular 
environments.”34 In his lecture “The Significance 
of the Frontier in American History” later in the 
century, Frederick Jackson Turner (1861–1932) 
gave the Lockean sense of character a dialecti-
cal form in which successive phases of frontier 
consciousness produced “the democracy born 
of free land, strong in selfishness and individual-
ism, intolerant of administrative experience and 
education, and pressing individual liberty beyond 
its proper bounds.”35 This was a still recognizably 
Jacksonian-era version of Locke’s liberal ethos 
of “individualism, economic self-interest, and 
material values” produced by “manly” struggle 
with wilderness.36 The Lockean fusion of theories 
of citizenship, property, and perception justified 
the evasion of ethical and ecological responsibility 
to the land. Earlier in the century, however, their 
interaction had suggested more ambiguous out-
comes for the environment. 

In Cole’s Landscape with Figures: A Scene 
from “The Last of the Mohicans” (1826; fig. 5), the 
tactile inferences of Molyneux’s question are 
writ large in optical probing that dramatizes the 
conflict between the artist’s theistic concern for 
the environment and the positive value of the 
Lockean homestead principle. A euphemistic 
allegory of Indigenous extinction unfolds across 
the foreground of the painting, in keeping with 
the denouement of the 1826 James Fenimore 
Cooper (1789–1851) novel from which the painting 
takes its title and historical resonances.37 There 
is a baroque effect in the theatrical contrast of 
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change. At the turn of the nineteenth century, 
however, Western geological thinking had moved 
from the static classification of “different kinds” of 
rocks to historical accounts of formations so slow 
that natural history could still be framed, like the 
rocky stage in Cole’s The Last of the Mohicans scene, 
as a static arena on which turbulent human history 
played out separately (despite the destruction of 
nature by fire in that painting).46 

A different kind of split, between deep 
geological and momentary human time, charac-
terizes William Stanley Haseltine’s (1835–1900) 
coastal Rocks at Nahant (1864; see p. XX). It was 
painted in the same year that Swiss-born profes-
sor of natural history Louis Agassiz (1807–1873) 
lectured in Nahant, Massachusetts, and published 
cutting-edge geological theories in an article titled 

“Ice-Period in America.”47 Haseltine’s painting 
shares with Cole’s The Last of the Mohicans scene 
the Lockean quality of tactile, visual probing, but it 
invites us to concentrate on geological time instead 
of human history. Geologically informed landscape 
painters confronted the problem that while narra-
tives of godly creation carried greater import than 
those of merely human history, landscape paint-
ings lacked the dynamic instructional power of 
cross-sectional geological charts, which, since the 
beginning of the century, had revealed the causal 
forces that structure land beneath its surface.48 
Coastal scenes were at least free of concealing top-
soil and foliage, but in Rocks at Nahant Haseltine 
went further by dramatizing the internal energy of 
the pale “vein” of frozen magma diagonally travers-
ing the rocks from bottom right upward. The pale 
line Haseltine portrayed had been produced by an 
aggressive intrusion of liquid magma into fractures 
within horizontal layers of sedimentary gabbro, 
where it had cooled millennia ago.49 Agassiz knew 
nothing about the action of tectonic plates, but 

study of landforms whose prestige rested on 
the divine authorship of the creation, the excep-
tionalism of American scenery, and the rise of 
middle-class interest in tourism and geology. 
Bernard Smith observes likewise of the antipodean 
context that Captain James Cook’s (1728–1779) 
painter William Hodges (1744–1797) abandoned 
authority based on classical landscape in favor 
of “compositional elements…determined not by 
reference to states of mind but by reference to the 
interrelation of the facts and scientific laws deter-
mining the nature of a given environment.”41 

Up to 1860, the history of American 
landscape painting coincided with a period of cat-
astrophic clearing of the forests that had covered 
almost half the country, a process repeated later 
in Australia with similar cost to Indigenous people 
and ecological balance.42 For many at the time, 
clearing the forest was the naturally ordained first 
step in improving the land.43 Thus, years later, 
Frederick Jackson Turner traced how “civilization 
in America has followed the arteries made by geol-
ogy.”44 In charting the transformation from Native 
American trails to complex cities, he echoed the 
steps of progress defined by Adam Smith (1723–
1790) and other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, 
illustrated in Australia in Conrad Martens’s (1801–
1878) View of Sydney Cove and Fort Macquarie (1837, 
Newcastle Art Gallery),45 which suggested that 
nature gradually forms civilization. 

In a different respect, however, human 
history remained separate from natural processes 
and the science that investigated them. Only in 
the 1970s did the discovery of plate tectonics, 
catastrophic geophysical events, extraterrestrial 
impacts, and the Gaia hypothesis of global inter-
activity lead scholars to replace gradualism with 
the idea that human industrial and agricultural 
activity had caused abrupt and irreversible climate 

Perception, History, and Geology
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occupies the lower right-hand foreground, where 
it prominently initiates the main, inward, diagonal 
thrust of the painting. By introducing something 
that never existed, Haseltine rearranged the scene 
to emphasize this puncturing of gabbro layers. In 
doing so, the painting transcends the mere facts of 
locality to ask what vast powers—volcanic and gla-
cial—operate both beneath and above the surface 
of the rock, and within and beyond the frame of the 
composition. What unimaginable forces pushed 
magma through rock, set the imponderably heavy 
slabs on a slant, broke them up, and plucked great 
segments out of them? 

Haseltine wrote that “Everything in nature…
is worth painting, provided one has discovered 
the meaning of it. The picture will then tell its own 
story.”51 My photograph shows that, somewhat 
differently, the painting obliges the scene to tell 
this story. Haseltine’s visual manipulations are 
contrived to match the narrative of divine provi-
dence Agassiz claimed for the evidence of geology: 

“It would seem that man was intended to decipher 
the past history of his home.”52 Like the shattered 
hand of a gigantic geological clock, the white vein 
invites us to reimagine the story of the rock’s 

would have understood how veins of molten 
magma had frozen in the gabbro, how the gabbro 
had subsequently tilted and fractured, and how 
glaciers had accentuated fragmentation, even 
plucking out rock and carrying it away—as from 
the extensive inlet in the foreground of this paint-
ing, where the ocean surges in.50

The vein pushes diagonally from the right 
foreground of the picture over rocks broken into 
blocks and tilted like picture frames. Erosion 
has reduced the original site of the image—
viewed from Forty Steps Beach toward Castle 
Rock, Nahant—into a graveyard of its former 
appearance, yet my 2018 photograph shows that 
although almost all the original components of 
the painting still exist, it is impossible to capture 
a single viewpoint that aligns with the painting’s 
composition (fig. 6). Despite the passage of time, 
a comparison of painting and photograph shows 
to what extent the composition had been con-
structed to exaggerate a geological phenomenon. 
In particular, it shows that the channel that held 
the white magma (since washed away) still lines 
up over several fractures for a great distance, yet 
there is no evidence of its presence in the slab that 
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upon an onlooker who advances to meet it: “As 
when the summer comes from the South…so shall 
the advancing spirit create its ornaments along its 
path.… He shall enter [the kingdom of Man over 
Nature] without more wonder than the blind man 
feels who is gradually restored to perfect sight.”54 
Molyneux’s question recurs, but under idealist 
premises.

Considered a subset of natural science, the 
anatomy of human perception relied on the ideol-
ogy of gradualism as much as geology did. In 1811 
Charles Bell (1774–1842) conceived of the human 
eye as of a piece with the rest of divine creation. It 
did not evolve, but was “formed as it should seem 
at once in wisdom,” without the prior development 
of mutual reciprocity between animals and envi-
ronment on which the evolution of distinct organs 
depends.55 Yet it is upon such assumptions that 
a different order of perception arose in America 
that challenged the stability of gradualist ideology, 
opening the gate between human and nonhuman 
spheres that negative answers to Molyneux’s ques-
tion closed. 

At first Emerson was adamant in upholding 
the scientific “hypothesis of the permanence of 
nature” (gradualism), but argued that reason and 
imagination make the “outlines and surfaces” of 
nature “transparent” as “causes and spirits are 
seen through them.”56 Berkeley was the greatest 
of the young Emerson’s philosophical heroes.57 
Being unable to decide whether the impres-
sions of his senses corresponded with “outlying 
objects” or not effectively meant that by default 
Emerson sided with Berkeley against Locke, who 
harbored no such uncertainty. Emerson scorned 
the empirical task of spatializing retinal images 
by associating them with tactile memories “pain-
fully accumulated, atom after atom, act after act, 
in an aged creeping Past.”58 Instead, he claimed 

formation. The deep time of this narrative, how-
ever, is set in contrast to the transience of crashing 
waves, scudding yachts, and carefree fishermen. 
Despite the optical probing enacted by the compo-
sition, in which the compositional agency of the 
artist eerily colludes with the geological force of 
the creator, the two men featured in the painting 
are split off from and apparently heedless of the 
larger story of nature that sustains them.53 In 
tactile pictorial enactments of this scientific kind, 
humans pose no threat to natural omnipotence. 

Positive Answers: America
The Lockean formation of national character 
required topographical specificity that was harder 
for settlers to find in the unvariegated terrains 
of “untouched nature.” It is therefore striking 
how many American and Australian landscape 
paintings show wilderness scenes that furnish 
distant access for the eye but not for the body 
across pathless vegetation, precipices, and moun-
tains. These terrains appear trackless even for the 
lone Indigenous observers planted within them 
as symbols of so-called primitive New Worlds 
(which were hardly new to them, having travers-
ing them for millennia). In Asher Brown Durand’s 
(1796–1886) Kindred Spirits (1849, Crystal Bridges 
Museum of American Art) or Eugene von 
Guérard’s (1811–1901) Mount William from Mount 
Dryden (1857; see p. XX), the eye shoots instan-
taneously over vast distances, leaving the tactile 
sense entangled, while in other paintings the 
strong directional forces of natural phenomena 
such as waterfalls, rivers, and volcano smoke con-
front the viewer held back from imagined physical 
entry into picture spaces. At the conclusion of 
Emerson’s “Nature,” outward and inward forces 
contend in the allegorical advance of summer 
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Figure 6
View towards Castle Rock from 40 Steps, 
Nahant Mass, author’s photograph
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it enlarged itself, without the filter of flat retinal 
images detaching consciousness from experience. 
Hence Emerson’s heady feedback loop of percep-
tion “uplifted into infinite space” as “a transparent 
eye-ball” through which “the currents of the 
universe circulate” for a viewer who was “part or 
particle of God”—a dictum famously illustrated 
in a semiserious cartoon by Transcendentalist 
artist Christopher Pearse Cranch (1813–1892) 
(Transparent Eyeball, c. 1839, fig. 7).60 

Before the American Civil War (1861–65), 
unpredictable colonial terrains ravaged by 

“improvement” could have induced landscape 
painters to depict sublime visions of storm and 
flood that anticipated an unstable, multistate, 
anthropocenic earth, though the cause would 
have been understood to be divine retribution 
rather than human agency alone. From a spiritual 
point of view, such visions challenged the sepa-
ration of human and nonhuman spheres. In this 
sense, the pursuit of manifest destiny vied with 
a conception of the universe in which the human 
soul was either enlarged by faith or dwarfed 
by greed, with nature as the final victor, for the 
destruction of humanity and nature was not 
mutual, as theorists of the Anthropocene predict 
today.61 

Berkeley and the Newport Painters
A different approach to Berkeleyan perception can 
be found in quieter and smaller landscape paint-
ings by artists working around Newport, Rhode 
Island, in the 1850s and 1860s, where they chiefly 
catered to the tastes of urban elite vacationers. 
What distinguishes paintings by John Frederick 
Kensett (1816–1872), Fitz Henry Lane (1804–1865), 
Sanford Robinson Gifford (1823–1880), Martin 
Johnson Heade (1819–1904), and Worthington 
Whittredge (1820–1910) from their predecessors 

the possibility of unmediated access to “one vast 
picture, which God paints on the instant eter-
nity, for the contemplation of the soul.”59 But 
in claiming total, instantaneous visual access to 
nature, Emerson misconstrued Berkeley, who 
no less than Locke and Molyneux, believed that 
one could not know about depth and shape from 
visuals alone. In contrast with static or gradual-
ist views, Emerson conceived of a constant flux 
between soul and nature (closer to catastroph-
ism), with one sphere diminishing the other as 
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Figure 7
Christopher Pearse Cranch (1813–1892), Standing  
on the Base Ground...I Become a Transparent  
Eyeball (Illustration for Ralph Waldo Emerson’s  
 “Nature”),1830–92, Pen and ink, 8 3/8 × 5 11/16 in. (21.3 × 14.4 
cm), Metropolitian Museum of Art, Gift of Whitney Dall, Jr., 
in Memory of Emily Dall, 1976, 1976.625.20(1)

Figure 8
John Frederick Kensett, Almy Pond, 
Newport, c. 1857, oil on canvas, 32.1 × 
56.2 cm, Terra Foundation for American 
Art, Daniel J. Terra Collection (1992.42)

generations of the exceptionally intellectual 
community that resided there.64 While waiting 
in Newport for funds that never arrived from 
the English Parliament to found a mission to the 
impossibly distant Bermuda islands, Berkeley 
wrote Alciphron, or The Minute Philosopher 
between 1729 and 1731, in which he trenchantly 
revised aspects of his Essay towards a New 
Theory of Vision to refute “minute philosophers,” 
his derogatory term for free-thinking atheists. 

“Geometry over realism,” “objects per-
ceived…at various distances…seen collectively 
in the field of vision, rather than in any tangible 
interrelation,” “stripped to their most basic 
elements,” “essentialized,” “flattened,” “reduc-
tive,” “abstracted,” “intensification,” “distilled,” 

“endless sweep of luminous space,” and “hori-
zontal amplitude” are some of the terms that 
Mitchell uses (and quotes) to insist on the legacy 
of Berkeley in these artists’ avoidance of com-
positions like those of the Hudson River School 
that, under the tactile pressure of narrative, had 
forced the eye into landscape depth.65 Mitchell 
keeps his distance from the text of Berkeley’s 
Alciphron, but I conjecture that the passages that 
might have appealed to artists were those in 
which vision is defined as a language divorced 
from a material universe.66 

is not only their modest scale and choice of “mid-
dle” or “civilized” scenery, long shorn of native 
trees by the British before the battle with wilder-
ness moved westward,62 but also the way their 
horizontal bands of landscape resolve into spatial 
wholeness without the thrusts and balances of 
conventional compositions. True, in Kensett’s 
Almy Pond, Newport (c. 1857; fig. 8), a farmer and 
a line of children trailing a wayward dog demon-
strate linear motility in heading toward cattle set 
spatially afloat in the middle distance. Compared 
to the staffage and vectors typical of Cole, how-
ever, their halting momentum entails a slight 
delay in opening up the depths of picture space, 
while the scattered details are overwhelmed by 
atmospheric effects that act more as invitations 
for the gaze to drift beyond the frame than as 
repoussoirs driving it inward. Offering implicit 
resistance to J. Gray Sweeney’s indictments of 
the nationalist agenda and financial motives 
behind the invention of the term “Luminism” to 
promote these artists’ work in the 1960s,63 Mark 
D. Mitchell restores a nuanced spiritual interpre-
tation to these Newport coastal scenes, arguing 
that Berkeley’s theory of vision remained a living 
force in the work of painters in the area because it 
was a “philosophical landscape” where Berkeley 
had lived and lastingly influenced successive 
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eighteenth- and nineteenth-century theorists 
was natural, universal, and established by God: “A 
visible square, for instance,” Berkeley affirmed, 

“suggests to the mind the same tangible figure 
in Europe that it does in America.”71 However 
much like the Newport landscape lent itself to 
the newly established aesthetic taste of mid-nine-
teenth-century New York elites,72 these paintings 
transcended local ecological concerns, though 
it is hardly the fault of Berkeley or these artists 
that, encircled by mansions, its aquatic life almost 
extinct due to pollutants, Almy Pond is no longer 
the angler’s paradise that Kensett painted.

Positive and Negative Answers: Australia
Australian landscape painting has so far played 
a minor role in this account because it lacks 
engagement with one of the perceptual theories I 
have been tracing. In the service of empire, almost 
every early Australian image discussed in Bernard 
Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific 
(1965) clove to the empiricist tradition of scientific 
realism. Later Australian art history followed 
Smith’s lead.73 Idealist philosophy, by contrast, 
did not take root in Australia until the establish-
ment of universities from the 1850s onward. Even 
then, émigré British-trained professionals pur-
sued not Berkeleyan immaterialism but the role of 
Hegelian spirit in the task of nation-building.74 

Artists are capaciously receptive, however. 
Future research may discover how they gleaned 
currents of idealism from well-informed patrons, 
literary luminaries, and religious activists earlier 
in the century, but it is likely that idealist theories 
came to Australia through the “Düsseldorf effect” 
that Ruth Pullin documents elsewhere in this vol-
ume.75 As Pullin argues, given his interests, tastes 
in reading, and the circles in which he moved in 
both Germany and Australia, Düsseldorf-trained 

Unfortunately, I can find no evidence to 
support Mitchell’s unreferenced claim that 
Whittredge’s papers gave other artists the practi-
cal link to Berkeley’s ideas.67 Moreover, Berkeley’s 
theory does not imply the abstractions of aes-
theticized vision, for it was designed to explain 
the role of vision in practical life. At this point I 
cannot ignore the technical difficulties that aes-
thetic commentators usually avoid in discussing 
Berkeley’s arguments. Berkeley contends that 
since God provided vision to sustain and defend 
us,68 it does not deviate from the normal, prac-
tical, anticipatory experience of reality. We have 
already seen that he conceived of the evidence of 
vision and touch as incommensurate with each 
other, yet thought that visual signs convey the tac-
tile qualities of distance, figure, magnitude, and 
situation of visual objects, as words do referents, 
without conveying awareness of signs as such: “In 
themselves,” he writes, “they are little regarded, 
or upon any other score than for the connexion 
with tangible figures, which by nature they are 
ordained to signify.”69 For Berkeley, the slight 
delay I have ascribed to the viewer’s recognition 
of depth in Kensett’s Almy Pond, Newport would 
not be typical of the experience of the language 
of vision, but rather of Molyneux’s blind person, 
someone who is only in possession of “interme-
diate fluency,” struggling to construe visual signs 
much as a non-native speaker would falteringly 
construe a second language.70 

Though I consider Mitchell’s abstractionist 
reading of Berkeley incorrect, it may well reflect 
how Newport painters responded to his text 
through misunderstandings of or resistance to 
the issues it raised. The consequences for our 
attempts to recognize environmental concerns 
in period painting are clear, however. Unlike the 
local variations in human language, vision for 
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des sensations (Treatise on the sensations, 1754), 
which revolutionized Humboldt’s thought.77 

At first Condillac had joined a succession 
of British and continental philosophers who had 
offered positive answers to Molyneux’s question,78 
but in Traité des sensations he changed his mind.79 
In a famous thought experiment, he successively 
endowed a statue with the senses of smell, hearing, 
taste, and vision, denying that any of them would 
furnish any understanding of an outer world and 
so any corresponding awareness of self. Only 
with the introduction of touch does the statue 
escape solipsism and gain consciousness. Touch 
therefore becomes the teacher of the other senses 
by enabling a form of attention through which 
the rest learn to make, as Humboldt understood 
it, “analogical inferences.”80 Condillac suggests a 
cross-modal consciousness equivalent to posi-
tive answers to Molyneux’s question. In the 1798 
edition of the treatise, Condillac crucially added 
movement to his observations on touch,81 an 
amplification Humboldt registered and recog-
nized in Über Denken und Sprechen.82 Tactile 
awareness of spatial movement is conferred on 
the eyes when objects appear to break away from 
one another within their field of vision.

Von Guérard’s paintings invite both pro-
found reverie at overall effect and shifting focus 
on detail. They give an impression of tremendous 
volatility in the eye’s attention to nascent move-
ments in manifold life forms and weather systems 
within a geologically dynamized landscape. This 
is their main difference from, say, the more static 
synthesis of unity and scientific detail in the 
American paintings of Frederic Edwin Church 
(1826–1900). View of Tower Hill is not a primordial 
scene, for sailing ships on the horizon harmo-
nize with evidence of other living creatures in a 
painting that respected the landowner’s pastoral 

artist von Guérard was almost certainly famil-
iar with most works by pan-synoptic scientist 
Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859), whose 
Cosmos betrays many idealist assumptions embed-
ding consciousness in nature. In the second 
volume (1847), for example, Humboldt advocates 
for the construction of panoramic buildings to 
increase the public’s “conception of the natural 
unity and the feeling of the harmonious accord 
pervading the universe.”76 It is a conception that 
will furnish us with a rare example of more-than-
human environmental concern embodied in a 
landscape painting.

After visiting von Guérard’s View of Tower 
Hill (1855; fig. 9) at the Warrnambool Art Gallery 
in Victoria, I discovered it was only possible to 
capture a semblance of the painting at its nearby 
site, Tower Hill Reserve, by putting my camera 
on the panorama setting (fig. 10). Once again, a 
contemporary photograph helps to unravel the 
interplay of pictorial conventions and perceptual 
theories in an original painting. In View of Tower 
Hill we sense von Guérard’s identification with 
the idealism of Humboldt’s panoramic idea in the 
way he interpolates the spectator into a felt unity 
of curvilinear space. While distilling Humboldt’s 
wholist conception of landscape as the work of 
the creator, however, von Guérard scatters sharp 
focal points about the scene to trigger erratic 
redirections of the gaze as it refocuses on loosely 
connected, even unrelated groups of crea-
tures—Indigenous people, kangaroos, ducks, and 
flocks of birds—moving in different directions 
at different speeds. These effects are remarkably 
consistent with Humboldt’s empirical theory of 
the outwardness and tactile motility of vision 
in Über Denken und Sprechen (On thinking and 
speaking, 1801), gleaned from a close reading of 
Étienne Bonnot de Condillac’s (1714–1780) Traité 
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Figure 10
Tower Hill Reserve Victoria, author’s photograph

Figure 9
Eugene von Guérard, View of Tower Hill, 1855, 
oil on canvas, 68.6 × 122, Warrnambool Art 
Gallery Victoria (on loan from the Department of 
Sustainability and Environment), Gift of Mrs E. 
Thornton, 1966

Richard Read

incorporated machines within what Emerson 
called “the Great Order.”84 Predicated on positive 
answers to Molyneux’s question, the flight of the 
eye beyond the limits of the body propelled the 
speeding bullet and put artists at the forefront of 
railway, tourist, and urban developments inspired 
by easel paintings of inaccessible natural wonders. 
Molyneux’s question lives on in the human-ma-
chine interface of sensory substitution based on 
a vastly greater sense of brain neuroplasticity, 
though whether the impact of trans-modal tech-
nology will be better or worse for the environment 
remains to be seen.85

interests without decentering the rest of creation 
living off the environment that envelops it. A 
sense of the observer’s freedom to change focus 
in following creatures that move of their own voli-
tion seems to coexist with the ironclad dictates of 
divine destiny. 

Though von Guérard would likely have sided 
with Humboldt in Condillac’s negative answer to 
Molyneux’s question, his paintings seem to fuse 
idealism and empiricism. Few works have had 
more benevolent effects on the environments they 
represent. View of Tower Hill was commissioned 
by James Dawson (1806–1900), a leading pres-
ervationist, champion of Aboriginal rights, and 
defender of animal rights. He protested when the 
site deteriorated from the pristine health depicted 
in von Guérard’s painting, which, after Tower Hill 
became Australia’s first national park, served as a 
model for restoring it to its original condition. It is 
now again under Aboriginal management.83 

I have tried to suggest that Molyneux’s 
question was not merely a formative element 
in colonial landscape aesthetics, but itself the 
product of colonial imagining. In questioning 
the relations between what is seen and what is 
touched, it helped transport minds to distant 
places, including places of the mind designed 
for aesthetic dreaming, where ethnic and eco-
logical conflicts were safely relegated to outside 
the picture frame. Empiricism was the guiding 
philosophy of the colonial project because there 
was no better doctrine for grasping the real-
ity of alien territories in order to expropriate, 
control, and exploit Native peoples and their 
lands. Though idealist theories of perception 
challenged the myth of natural permanence and 
provided moral precedents for anthropocenic 
thinking, they did this by substituting a bourgeois 
dream world that cut ties with nature and easily 
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