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Abstract: During the 1820s and 1830s, British and European images of other cultures 
were shaped by the increasing mobility of people, from tourists to emigrants, and the 
transnational circulation of literature, from travel accounts to translations to tales set in 
foreign locales. These images also drew on an older concept of “national character” – the 
idea that individuals within a nation share common dispositions and manners. The 
Scottish writer John Galt, an internationally known novelist with first-hand experience 
as a traveller in southern Europe and the Levant, was a key contributor to these 
discourses. Galt revisits Mediterranean locales in his late novel Eben Erskine: The Traveller 
(1833), bringing readers along on the narrator’s journey of self-discovery as he 
encounters Spaniards, Sicilians, Germans, Bohemians, Greeks, Turks, and an Indian 
storyteller and comes to know his own character through his impulsive – but often 
mistaken – responses to them and the stories they tell. Eben Erskine combines travel 
narrative with a Scottish Bildungsroman, reflecting on Enlightenment theories of national 
character in light of eyewitness observation of individuals and societal institutions. With 
its paradoxical juxtaposition of cultural stereotypes with openness to other voices, Galt’s 
novel shows how popular fiction shaped and reflected cross-cultural attitudes in late 
Romanticism. 
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During the 1820s and 1830s, British and European images of other cultures were 
shaped by the increasing mobility of people, from tourists to emigrants, and by 
the transnational circulation of literature, from travel accounts to translations to 
tales set in foreign locales. At the same time, these images drew on the older 
concept of “national character” – the idea that individuals within a nation share 
common and durable dispositions, features, and manners. In the context of post-
Napoleonic geopolitical relationships and the rise of nationalism in Europe, 
notions of national character became more important than ever; according to 
cultural historian Joep Leerssen, “the determination of cultural activity by the 
nationality and by national character is such an all-pervasive doxa that it affects 
and permeates all of nineteenth-century culture and society.”1 Leerssen points to 
the way ethnographic categories took a linguistic turn during the Romantic period 
with Wilhelm and Alexander von Humboldt, August and Friedrich von Schlegel, 
and the Brothers Grimm.2 These categories simultaneously entered literary studies 
by way of Madame de Staël’s writings on European cultures and Goethe’s notion 
of world literature (Weltliteratur) – cosmopolitan approaches that regarded the 
contrasts and exchanges between national literatures as a source of vitality and 
renewal. Staël’s and Goethe’s Scottish contemporary John Galt was an important 
contributor to these discourses. A prolific writer and extensive traveller who 
published travel accounts and sociological essays in addition to popular fiction 
that was translated into several European languages, Galt engaged with the notion 
of national identity throughout his career. While he adopted the term “national 
character” along with some of its Enlightenment associations, he also adapted and 
questioned it in his fiction and essays. In what follows, I will outline relevant 
aspects of Galt’s Enlightenment background and his nineteenth-century 
geopolitical context, then examine the modulations and modifications of national 
character in his travel writing and fiction, particularly in his late novel Eben 
Erskine: or, The Traveller (1833). 

National character, which has been defined as “a mental organization 
connecting the minds of all the members of a national community,” was a common 
topic of debate among eighteenth-century philosophers, appearing in various 
forms in French, English, and German texts.3 French philosophers such as 
 
1  Joep Leerssen, “The Poetics and Anthropology of National Character (1500-2000),” in 

Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen, eds., Imagology: The Cultural Construction and Literary 
Representation of National Characters: A Critical Survey (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), 73. 

2  Joep Leerssen, “Imagology: History and Method,” in Imagology, 18. 
3  Ernest Barker, National Character and the Factors in Its Formation (London: Methuen & Co., 

1927), quoted in Roberto Romani, National Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France 
1750-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1. 
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Montesquieu and d’Alembert advanced the idea that national character was 
heavily determined by climate and physical environment, a theory that Johann 
Gottfried Herder developed in an anthropological direction in his Ideen zur 
Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of 
Mankind, 1784-1791).4 Scottish Enlightenment philosophers, meanwhile, favoured 
so-called “moral” factors, conceiving of national character as something more like 
“people’s characteristics in relation to institutional settings” or the reciprocal 
influences of a people’s manners, mental constitution, and forms of government.5 
David Hume, in particular, argued against Montesquieu’s climate-centred theory 
in his essay “Of National Characters” (1748). “Men of sense,” Hume writes, 
“allow, that each nation has a peculiar set of manners, and that some particular 
qualities are more frequently to be met with among one people than among their 
neighbours.” In his view, “moral causes” such as “the nature of the government, 
the revolutions of public affairs, the plenty or penury in which the people live, the 
situation of the nation with regard to its neighbours, and such like circumstances” 
are of much more importance than the “physical causes” favoured by 
Montesquieu.6 For Adam Smith, too, in The Wealth of Nations, “what forms the 
character of every nation” is “the nature of their government.”7 Smith, along with 
other Scottish thinkers such as William Robertson (A View of the Progress of Society 
in Europe, 1769) and John Millar (The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks, 1779), 
incorporated national character into their stadial theory about the evolution of 
societies from hunter-gatherer through pastoral, agricultural, and commercial 
stages. They thereby historicized the idea of national character, arguing that 
societies manifested changing dispositions, manners, and morals along with 
changing forms of government at various stages of their evolution. 

Since the mid-twentieth century at least, notions of national character have 
been viewed with skepticism and suspicion for inculcating prejudicial and 
potentially offensive stereotypes that may be arbitrarily imposed, inaccurately 

 
4  See especially Chapter 19 of Montesquieu’s De l’Esprit des lois (1748) and the entry 

“Caractère des nations” (attributed to Jean Le Rond d’Alembert) in the Encyclopédie, ou 
Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, Vol. 2 (Paris: Briasson et al., 1751), 
666: “Il y a grande apparence que le climat influe beaucoup sur le caractere général; car 
on ne sauroit l’attribuer à la forme du gouvernement qui change toûjours au bout d’un 
certain tems.” 

5  Romani, National Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France, 159. 
6  David Hume, “Essay 21: Of National Characters,” in Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary, 

Vol. 1, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp and Mark A. Box (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 161. 
7  Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of The Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin 

Cannan (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 99. 
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‘deduced’ from geographical or environmental factors, or based on generalizations 
from subjective travellers’ tales.8 The anonymous early-eighteenth-century 
Austrian painting known as the Völkertafel that shows men from ten European 
nations in typical clothing and lists the physical, mental, and moral characteristics 
of each nationality in detailed tabular form is an example of the schematic (and 
sarcastic) form that representations of national character could take. 

 

 
  

Anon., Völkertafel (Table of Nationalities), Austria, ca. 1725. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

 
Similarly, ossified catalogues of the features of different nationalities migrated 

transnationally between early-modern and Enlightenment encyclopedias. 
 
8  Leerssen surveys twentieth-century developments in literary-cultural studies in 

response to the problematic “ethnic essentialism” of concepts of national character 
(“Imagology: History and Method,” 20-26). In psychology and social science, skepticism 
about national stereotypes can be found from Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1922) to Robert R. McCrae et al., “The Inaccuracy of 
National Character Stereotypes,” Journal of Research in Personality 47, no. 6 (2013): 831-42. 
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Diderot’s entry “Nation” in the Encyclopédie of 1765 is a very slightly adapted 
translation of the “Nation” entry in Ephraim Chambers’s 1728 Cyclopædia: 

 
Each Nation has its particular Character: ’Tis proverbially said, Light as a 
Frenchman, Waggish and Silly as an Italian, Grave as a Spaniard, Wicked and 
Unlucky as an Englishman, Fierce as a Scotchman, Drunken as a German, Idle 
as an Irishman, Deceitful as a Greek, &c.”9 
 

On the title page of the Cyclopædia, Chambers acknowledges that his own 
compilation is indebted to earlier authors and dictionaries. Adopted from one 
apparently authoritative text into another, divorced from experience, and 
expressed as features essentially connected to ethnicities, the notion of national 
character becomes increasingly problematic. 

John Galt, who was actively involved in mercantile and government business 
alongside his writing career, was influenced by the historical and sociological 
theories of national character that he inherited from the Scottish Enlightenment, 
but as he brings these ideas into his fictional works, the literary context of this 
discourse is equally relevant. While Galt adheres to the idea that members of a 
national community share character traits and manners, what he demonstrates in 
his travel writing – and even more in his fiction – is that these traits are not 
essential and enduring, but malleable and constructed. Works of imaginative 
fiction in general provide a space for national character to appear as a construction, 
according to comparative literature scholars who have introduced the term 
“imagology” for the critical and constructivist study of “cross-national 
perceptions and images as expressed in literary discourse.”10 Analyzing images of 
national character in literature, that is to say, helps scholars understand how, 
when, where, and why these images are created and how, at times, fiction writers 
themselves reflect self-consciously on their constructedness. Galt’s contemporary 
Germaine de Staël, who created one of the Romantic period’s most celebrated 
representations of national character in her novel Corinne ou l’Italie (1807), suggests 
the complex self-fashioning of her heroine’s identity by making Corinne not only 
a performer, but an improvvisatrice, and not purely Italian, but of mixed Italian and 

 
9  Ephraim Chambers, “Nation,” in Cyclopædia: or, an Universal Dictionary of Arts and 

Sciences, 2 vols. (London: James Knapton, 1728), 2:616; [Denis Diderot], “Nation,” in 
Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, Vol. 11 (Paris: 
Briasson et al., 1765), 36. 

10  This formulation is from the description of the book series Studia Imagologica: Amsterdam 
Studies on Cultural Identity, cited on the masthead of Beller and Leerssen, eds., Imagology. 
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British heritage. In works of literary sociology such as De la littérature (1800) and 
De l’Allemagne (1813), Staël discusses literature as one of the modes of expression 
of national character, which she (like Enlightenment philosophers) considers to be 
influenced by sociopolitical institutions and religious belief as well as by the 
physical environment. But the importance Staël accords to societal factors (“only 
political institutions can shape the character of a nation,” she writes when 
describing the character of the Germans) makes her concept of national character 
less essentialist than that of her predecessors.11 As Esther Wohlgemut has argued, 
“For Staël, national literatures are not expressions or manifestations of pre-
existing or unchanging national characters or spirits. Rather, they are the products 
of social and political institutions, institutions which are themselves in progress.”12 
A similar dynamism can be found in Galt’s writing. 

Galt’s literary environment was also conditioned by the many forms of 
literature from and about other nations that circulated in the post-Napoleonic era 
thanks to a flourishing, internationally networked periodical press. In Britain, 
bestselling periodicals such as Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, London’s New 
Monthly Magazine, and Fraser’s Magazine (all of which published Galt’s work) 
provided a steady flow of travel writing, reviews and translations of foreign 
publications, and fiction set in other countries and locales. These magazines were 
joined by publications that focused entirely on foreign literature such as the 
Foreign Quarterly Review, founded in 1827 – the same year in which Goethe began 
to develop his concept of world literature (Weltliteratur), a term that he connected 
with the increased exposure to different national literatures and cultures that was 
purveyed by the periodical press. In January 1827, for instance, Goethe first 
comments in his own cosmopolitan journal Ueber Kunst und Alterthum (On Art and 
Antiquity) that “a universal world literature is developing” in the context of a complex 
cross-border literary exchange involving reviews that appeared in French 
periodicals of a French version of his German drama Torquato Tasso.13 In the 
following year, Goethe reaffirms in Ueber Kunst und Alterthum that periodicals 
such as the Edinburgh Review and the Foreign Quarterly Review, “as they gradually 
reach a wider public, will contribute most effectively to a hoped-for universal 

 
11  Germaine de Staël, Politics, Literature, and National Character, trans. and ed. Morroe 

Berger (London: Taylor & Francis, 2017), 283. 
12  Esther Wohlgemut, Romantic Cosmopolitanism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 58. 
13  “[D]aß ich überzeugt sey, es bilde sich eine allgemeine Weltliteratur”; Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe, “Le Tasse, drama historique en cinq actes, par M. Alexander Duval,” Ueber 
Kunst und Alterthum 6, no. 1 (1827): 131. 
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world literature.”14 Indeed, in a letter of 21 May 1828 he comments ironically on 
the active contribution of Scottish literature to Weltliteratur: “the world literature 
I have called for is deluging and threatening to drown me like the sorcerer’s 
apprentice: Scotland and France pour forth almost daily.”15 

While Galt is doing something very different from Goethe in his response to 
nationally-inflected literary expression, it is striking to what extent they share a 
common print-culture milieu, and it is revealing to place Galt within a broader 
European context that is rarely brought to bear on his work. Against this 
background, Galt employs the concept of national character in multiple and 
paradoxical ways: sometimes to reflect stereotypes about his own and other 
cultures, sometimes to challenge collective stereotypes by juxtaposing them with 
individual behaviour, and sometimes to depict characters who employ national 
types for purposes of self-fashioning and social mobility. In his travel writing and 
essays, Galt invokes national character as a pragmatic category that he finds useful 
for understanding other cultures. In his fiction, he gives literary relevance to the 
notion of national character by incorporating it into genre and character 
development; he thereby shows national identities being constructed by 
experience, performance, and storytelling. 

Galt’s first book publications are accounts of his two years travelling in the 
Mediterranean between 1809 and 1811 (sometimes in the company of Lord Byron). 
In his Voyages and Travels (1812), he regularly uses the rubric of national character 
to interpret his experiences, referring explicitly to the “Character of the Sards,” the 
“characteristics” of the Maltese, and “the Turkish character.”16 Often his notion of 
national character carries the historical inflection of stadial theory, and generally 
it reflects what Roberto Romani calls the “basic Scottish position on the 
relationship between ‘manners’ and society,” by which “manners change by 
virtue of the same interrelated forces pushing European refinement forward: 
commerce, security of property, a taste for liberty, science, literature, etc.”17 But if 
Galt’s notion of what constitutes national character is derived from Scottish 

 
14  “Diese Zeitschriften, wie sie sich nach und nach ein größeres Publikum gewinnen, 

werden zu einer gehofften allgemeinen Weltliteratur auf das wirksamste beitragen;” 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Edinburgh Reviews,” Ueber Kunst und Alterthum 6, no. 2 
(1828), 396. 

15  Quoted in Fritz Strich, Goethe and World Literature, trans. C.A.M. Sym (London: 
Routledge, 1949), 350. 

16  John Galt, Voyages and Travels, in the Years 1809, 1810, and 1811, containing Statistical, 
Commercial, and Miscellaneous observations on Gibraltar, Sardinia, Sicily, Malta, Serigo, and 
Turkey (London: Cadell and Davies, 1812), ix, 118-20, 312, 350. 

17  Romani, National Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France, 183-84. 
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Enlightenment theory, his description of specific national characteristics is rooted 
in first-hand experience, imbued with highly pragmatic observations on material 
culture, distinctively inflected by his encounters and conversations with people, 
and understood by way of comparison with his own native character. When in 
Messina, for instance, Galt notes that “The difference between the British and the 
Sicilian character, is, here, very obvious” (he is referring to the sense of freedom 
or oppression citizens feel with respect to their government).18 His account of Sicily 
ends with a sub-section entitled “The Sicilian Character” in which he begins by 
asserting that “our knowledge of the characters of nations is derived from History,” 
but then proceeds to modify historical assumptions by describing the Sicilian 
character based on his observations of people’s bargaining techniques, superstitious 
practices and sense of humour. Significantly, the section ends with Galt’s 
speculation about how the Sicilians might characterize themselves: “a description of 
manners and customs, by a genuine Sicilian,” he opines, “would equally surprize 
and delight.”19 This oscillation between a historical approach to Sicilian national 
character, a personal encounter with Sicilian people, and the alternative 
perspective of a “genuine Sicilian” foreshadows the experiential-constructivist 
way in which Galt will use national character in his fiction. 

Galt’s most explicit discussion of national character comes in two essays he 
published in The Lady’s Magazine and Museum in 1833. Entitled “National 
Characters, No. I: The British and Americans” and “National Characters, No. II: 
The Dutch and Belgians,” these texts may have been intended as the start of a longer 
series. Galt begins the first essay by affirming his desire to do justice to the kind 
treatment he had experienced in the United States during the years he spent doing 
business in North America in the 1820s, and in the essay he diplomatically 
compares the characteristics of the British and the Americans, tracing their 
respective strengths and weaknesses to the differences between their histories and 
institutions. Galt argues that failing to take into account the ingrained disposition 
and manners of another nation, and instead assuming that their disposition and 
manners are the same as one’s own, can lead to mutual misunderstanding; in other 
words, an appreciation of the differences in national character has the practical 
benefit of improving transnational communication. In the second essay, Galt’s 
relative evaluation of national characters is more uneven: he describes the Dutch 
in much more favourable terms than the Belgians. But this assessment, too, is 
based directly on his personal experience of the two cultures during a trip he made 
to the Continent shortly after Napoleon’s abdication in April 1814. In his essays, 

 
18  Galt, Voyages and Travels, 86. 
19  Galt, Voyages and Travels, 115. 
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then, Galt’s perspective on national character is distinctively inflected by first-
hand experience of places and conversations with people, and by curiosity about 
national character as a context for mutual understanding. 

When it comes to fiction, Galt’s best-known representations of national 
character concern his own native land. The novels with which he made his name 
during the early 1820s, including Annals of the Parish, The Ayrshire Legatees, and The 
Provost, depict in rich detail the manners of people and communities in the west 
of Scotland, showing how they are shaped by history and institutions such as 
church, school, and local government. His 1822 novel Sir Andrew Wylie, of that Ilk 
is especially significant for the way it shows the protagonist performing 
stereotypes of Scottish national character as he crosses and recrosses the Scottish–
English border. Andrew Wylie, an orphan from humble circumstances in an 
Ayrshire village, heads to Edinburgh and then London to train for a legal career; 
though physically unprepossessing and without any real ability in the law, he 
encounters upper-class patrons to whom he becomes an indispensable companion 
and advisor, rising to become a Member of Parliament and a wealthy baronet 
before returning to Scotland to marry his childhood sweetheart. Andrew Wylie 
habitually responds to circumstances in accordance with the disposition 
inculcated in him by his Ayrshire background. The people he meets in London – 
journalists, lawyers, and the law firm’s aristocratic clients – respond favourably to 
his naïve, practical, hard-working, plain-spoken, frugal, clever, kind-hearted 
Scottishness; his manners affirm their notion of Scottish national character and 
reassuringly stabilize their views of class and region. Indeed, Andrew soon 
realizes that in the role-playing circles of London businessmen and the beau monde 
he can ingratiate himself very effectively by performing his national identity. 
Andrew Wylie’s most memorable trait proves to be an odd combination of naiveté 
and the wiliness suggested by his name, all of which is manifested in his ability to 
act the part of the frank, natural, unaffected, rural Scotsman that he actually is. 
Thus, by paradoxically performing candour, Andrew Wylie both fulfils and 
manages the expectations of others and profits from his adept deployment of 
Scottish national character.20 

Many facets of Galt’s lifelong engagement with the concept of national 
character culminate in Eben Erskine; or, the Traveller (1833), a novel published in the 
same year as his essays on “National Characters” and one that revisits the plot 
structure of Sir Andrew Wylie as well as the content of Voyages and Travels. Though 

 
20  For a fuller development of this reading of Sir Andrew Wylie, see Angela Esterhammer, 

Print and Performance in the 1820s: Improvisation, Speculation, Identity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2020), 146-54. 



Scottish Travellers 
 
 

43 

it has received virtually no critical attention, Eben Erskine richly rewards a reading 
that contextualizes it within late-Romantic print culture and literary genres, in an 
era marked by increasing nationalism as well as nascent ideas about Weltliteratur.21 
Narrated by the eponymous protagonist in Galt’s favourite form of fictional 
autobiography, Eben Erskine is a Bildungsroman about a young Scotsman of humble 
means but respectable ancestry who needs to find his path in life. After his father’s 
early death, Eben is encouraged by his mother to train for the medical profession. 
Following the same route as Andrew Wylie from a village in the west of Scotland, 
Eben heads to Edinburgh to apprentice with an apothecary and begin university. 
But before matriculating he abandons his studies in order to take up the sudden 
offer of a two-year engagement as private secretary to a nobleman, Major Verdure, 
who plans to travel the Mediterranean. Eben recommends himself to his patron 
through the “simplicity and openness of his character,” and near the end of the 
novel Major Verdure sums up the strengths and limitations of Eben’s disposition 
by saying to him: “you have too honest an opinion of mankind ever to make your 
way in the world; that, every one who knows you, at once sees; but you have some 
talent in making those around you happy.”22 Like his fellow Scotsman Andrew 
Wylie in Galt’s earlier novel, Eben Erskine is a good listener and observer, with 
generally reliable instincts about the people he encounters, and an honest and 
tactful advisor; he has an intuitive ability to detect latent feelings in others by 
observing them closely while they are telling their stories, which (again like 
Andrew Wylie) allows him to play detective and help clear up crimes on a few 
occasions. Although Eben plays down his Scottishness when interacting with non-
Scots, and even prides himself on speaking “very good English” (in vain, since 
a Scotsman he encounters in Sicily immediately asks him “what part of braid 
Scotland are ye com’ frae?” [2:157]), the novel keeps the connection between 
Eben’s character and his background subtly in view by showing how others 
respond to his national traits of plain-spokenness and naiveté. Like Andrew 
Wylie, Eben ends up rich and happily married, having (in a vestigial sentimental 
subplot) won the heart of Major Verdure’s daughter. 

 
21  An important exception is Regina Hewitt’s essay “John Galt, Harriet Martineau, and the 

Role of the Social Theorist,” in Regina Hewitt, ed., John Galt: Observations and Conjectures 
on Literature, History, and Society (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2012), 345-
72. Hewitt suggests that the character Eben Erskine is a version of Galt’s “own former 
self as a seeker of social knowledge” (359), discusses the novel’s caricatures of the literary 
and publishing professions, and compares Galt and Martineau as social theorists. 

22  John Galt, Eben Erskine; or, The Traveller, 3 vols. (London: Bentley, 1833), 1:149 and 3:287. 
Further references to the novel will be given by volume and page numbers in parentheses. 
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 But Eben Erskine is a less picaresque and more reflective novel than Sir Andrew 
Wylie, in part because it is narrated retrospectively by the protagonist himself. 
Readers learn in the novel’s brief “Conclusion” that Eben has written his narrative 
over the course of six or seven years, almost twenty years after the narrated events 
took place. It is also a more genuinely autobiographical novel on Galt’s part: Eben 
Erskine is, as the novel’s subtitle has it, “A Traveller” and thus an after-image not 
only of Andrew Wylie, but of Galt himself. Whereas Volume 1 takes place in 
Scotland and London, almost all of Volumes 2 and 3 narrate Eben’s continental 
tour with Major Verdure. Travelling unsystematically and indeed haphazardly, 
motivated by what appears to be Major Verdure’s bipolar disorder and his (futile) 
attempts to avoid crossing paths with his ex-wife, but also following where chance 
encounters and conversations lead them, they touch down at Gibraltar, Ceuta, 
Cadiz, Malaga, Sardinia, Sicily, Malta, Egypt, Smyrna, the islands of Chios and 
Idra, Athens, Delphi, Salona, Otranto, and Naples. At the end of his brief preface 
to Eben Erskine, Galt signals that this itinerary echoes his own experience of 
Mediterranean travel, noting that because of his eventful life “it has not been 
necessary for extraordinary incidents to draw upon invention” (1:vi). A few 
passages relating to Sardinia, Malta, Sicily, and Greece are lifted directly from 
Galt’s 1812 Voyages and Travels into Eben Erskine. In describing Sardinia, for 
example, Eben Erskine harks back to the historicizing view of national character 
that Galt inherited from the Scottish Enlightenment. When Eben arrives in 
Sardinia, he notes that “the leather-coated barbarians of the capital afforded 
different objects of study and speculation” (2:100), and by the time he leaves the 
island he affirms it has provided a “view of civilization relapsed into barbarity” 
(2:139). Both expressions echo the more explicit evaluation of Sardinian national 
character in terms of stadial theory with which Galt began Voyages and Travels. He 
wrote there that the Sards “wear tanned leather coats, made somewhat in the 
fashion of the armour worn in Europe in the fifteenth century,” that the “common 
people […] appear to have sunk a certain way back into barbarism,” and that “the 
state of Society in Sardinia is probably not unlike what existed in Scotland about 
a hundred and fifty years ago.”23 

Despite these echoes, there are crucial differences between Galt’s description 
of his own travels in 1812 and his representation of Eben Erskine’s fictional 
journey in 1833. The retrospective and reflective dimension of the novel comes to 
the fore as Eben’s narrative shows his assumptions and expectations being 
continually tested and corrected by his encounters with different nationalities. 
Moreover, his impressions of national character are sometimes based on the 

 
23  Galt, Voyages and Travels, 8. 
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manners of people he meets, and other times mediated through the stories they 
tell. Eben Erskine’s three volumes contain seven short tales, most of them 
separately titled, that are related to Eben in the course of his travels. Some of these 
are autobiographical narratives told by characters of different nationalities; others 
are anecdotes of which they are only the storytellers rather than the subjects. These 
inset tales stretch the boundaries of genre, making the novel Eben Erskine – which 
is already a Bildungsroman, a travel narrative, and a sentimental novel – into a 
quasi-anthology that incorporates gothic and oriental tales as well as stories of 
crime and detection. If this mélange mirrors the popular reading material of the 
day, it also has the effect of aligning national character with particular genres and 
narrative styles. The inset stories thereby help to shape, affirm, and/or call into 
question Eben’s and the reader’s evaluation of individual and collective identities. 

“The Prince and the Butterfly,” a long tale that ends Volume 2 of the novel, 
seems closest to being an example of national literature in the sense that inspired 
Goethe’s notion of Weltliteratur. Eben witnesses this tale – which features genii, 
a brave and wise prince, and a lovely and self-willed princess – as it is performed 
in a coffee-house in Cairo by Quahie, an Indian storyteller from Delhi, who is 
introduced by an Irishman calling himself the Rajah O’Connell. Compounding the 
cultural mélange, the coffee-house audience is composed mainly of 
“distinguished Turks” who can understand neither the Indian storyteller’s 
language nor the Rajah O’Connell’s English introduction (2:274). The experience 
of the performance first of all brings about a correction of Eben’s Anglocentric 
assumptions, as he realizes that the linguistic perspectives in play go beyond the 
binary opposition English / non-English that he had taken for granted: “it flashed 
upon me like lightning, that the language of Delhi was as little like that of Cairo 
as of London” (2:275-76). In order to understand the tale himself, Eben invites 
Quahie and the Rajah O’Connell back to his lodgings, where the former repeats 
the story and the latter, who understands the Indian language from having spent 
twenty years in Delhi, translates it into English. However, rather than a genuine 
encounter of national literatures in the spirit of Weltliteratur, this episode says 
more about misunderstanding and inequality. The shiftiness of the Irishman’s 
character (another national stereotype) leaves the reliability of his translation in 
doubt, while his subordinate status as the ex-servant of a British officer subtly 
invokes the internal colonization of the Irish within Great Britain. More explicitly, 
though, the Irishman is perpetuating colonial exploitation of the Indian storyteller, 
whom he has brought with him from Delhi with the intention of exhibiting his 
exotic talents in “the principal European cities” and ultimately in London, thereby 
making his own fortune (2:272). A satirical comment on the genre of the oriental 
tale as a saleable commodity in the British literary marketplace also seems 
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intended. The performance Eben experiences in the Egyptian coffee-house echoes 
Byron’s preamble to The Giaour, where he ascribes the origin of his poem to a tale 
he first heard “recited by one of the coffee-house story-tellers who abound in the 
Levant,” and to a story Galt published in Blackwood’s, “The Fate of the Caliph 
Motasser,” which he introduces as a tale heard in a coffee-house on the island of 
Scio (Chios) off the Turkish coast.24 Harking back to the “coffee-house” provenance 
as a cliché with which British writers of oriental tales cast doubt on the reliability 
of translation and their memory of the originals, “The Prince and the Butterfly” 
ultimately functions as an example of inauthenticity, miscommunication, and 
colonial exploitation. 

As with the oriental tale, Eben Erskine’s treatment of the gothic mode is 
stereotyped and says more about British assumptions regarding national 
literatures than about openness to them. In Volume 3, while in southern Italy, 
Eben hears an inset story entitled “The Rosicrucians.” It is related while he and 
two apparent Capuchin friars (later revealed to be bandits), one of them “of 
Bohemian origin,” are performing a wake over a dead body (3:74-75). The tale 
takes place in Vienna and features secret societies, hidden passageways, and 
alchemy. Making explicit the significance of its German setting, the opening 
sentence of the tale links it to “the mystical predilections of the German mind” 
which have influenced “the ingenious and poetical” and “enabled them to fill the 
world with oracular lore and visionary legends” (3:77-78). Just as mystically 
Germanic is another inset story about a character named “Father Paul” whom 
Eben encounters at a Sicilian convent: it concerns a student of philosophy who has 
an ominous horoscope cast for him by a professor at Göttingen and is thereafter 
haunted by a demonic Doppelgänger who follows him to Dresden and Vienna 
(2:202-18). 

These stories illustrate patterns discernable elsewhere in Galt’s comments on 
German literature and his fictional representations of German national character. 
In his anthology The Bachelor’s Wife (1824), a long chapter is devoted to 
commentary on excerpts from Goethe’s Faust in Francis Leveson Gower’s English 
translation. While some passages come in for praise, on the whole Goethe’s Faust 
is likened to “Coleridgian ravings” and represented as inferior to Christopher 
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus and Byron’s Manfred.25 The comparison between 

 
24  Lord Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, ed. Jerome J. McGann, Vol. 3 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1981), 423; John Galt, “The Fate of the Caliph Motasser,” Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine 27, no. 163, part 2 (February 1830): 363. 

25  John Galt, The Bachelor’s Wife: A Selection of Curious and Interesting Extracts, with Cursory 
Observations (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd and London: Whittaker, 1824), 255-56. 
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Goethe’s German drama and the two English ones allows Galt to assert “the 
difference between our national taste and that of the Germans,” which issues in 
a conclusion about the “absurdity and silliness” that are “so superabundant” in 
the “productions of German genius”: “the same things which please the Germans, 
and obtain honours and patronage among them, would be consigned to laughter 
among us.”26 If a bizarre literary taste is here understood as a facet of German 
national character, Galt’s tales – within and outside of Eben Erskine – also represent 
the gothic as a typically German genre. Most of the stories about mystery, the 
occult, secret societies, and inexorable fate that he published in periodicals and 
anthologies, such as “The German’s Tale” (Rothelan, 1824), “The Seven Signs” (The 
Englishman’s Magazine, 1831), and “The Unguarded Hour” (The Club-Book, 1831), 
take place in German and eastern European settings. The gothic genre thus 
encodes national stereotypes and implies that the German character, as displayed 
within these settings, is imbued with an attraction toward esotericism, mysticism, 
and superstition.  

By way of comparison, Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1818) offers a similar 
example of gothic stereotypes leading to prejudicial assumptions about national 
character, though in her case it is in relation to the typical southern European 
settings of Ann Radcliffe’s gothic novels. Austen’s heroine, Catherine Morland, 
reflects on Radcliffe’s “faithful delineation” of “the Alps and Pyrenees, with their 
pine forests and their vices” and on the “horrors” Radcliffe shows taking place in 
“Italy, Switzerland, and the South of France” – and she concludes from her reading 
of Radcliffe’s fiction that “human nature” must be different in those locales than 
“in the midland counties of England.”27 Filtered through the consciousness of 
Catherine, a heroine who is apt to form wrong conclusions based on her reading, 
Austen’s novel suggests that this sentiment about the national differences in 
human nature is inherently suspect. The alignment of gothic tales with “the 
mystical predilections of the German mind” in Eben Erskine (3:77), and in Galt’s 
fiction more generally, implies a similar parody of readerly assumptions, although 
in this case it is harder to tell if the irony is intentional or unintentional, and against 
whom it is directed. 

Throughout Galt’s novel, Eben takes an active part in his own sociological 
education by occasionally propounding views he suspects may be wrong, and 
inviting them to be refuted. In this vein, as he and Major Verdure are riding 
through a “wild and Salvator-Rosa-like valley,” he expresses his belief in “the habitual 

 
26  Galt, The Bachelor’s Wife, 257, 284-85. 
27  Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey; Lady Susan; The Watsons; Sanditon, ed. James Kinsley and 

John Davie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 147. 
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sympathy which local scenery obtains over the sentiments of the resident 
inhabitants” (2:84) – an assertion that seems to echo the belief that national character 
is shaped by physical factors such as landscape and climate. But Major Verdure, 
amused at the “greenness” or immaturity of Eben’s philosophy (2:83), responds 
by telling a story from his own experience entitled “The Alpine Valley.” When 
visiting a pretty village in an idyllic, secluded valley in the northern Alps, the Major 
recalls, he expected its inhabitants to be as welcoming and charitable as the landscape 
itself – but, contrary to expectations, he was completely refused shelter for the 
night, even by the village clergyman, until he paid an exorbitant price. “I have 
never since,” the Major concludes, “seen a philanthropical-looking landscape 
without reflecting on the deceitfulness of all outward signs” (2:92). Eben, hearing 
the story, must modify his belief that landscape influences the manners and morals 
of its inhabitants.  

Soon after, an encounter on shipboard during a voyage from Spain to Sardinia 
teaches Eben a lesson about Spanish national character. He meets here with one 
Señor Felix D’Almido, a tailor from Seville, who is charming and merry – until the 
ship encounters bad weather, when Señor Felix almost dies of hysterical terror, 
only to revive again, “laughing with great glee,” as soon as the danger is past (2:99). 
“Odd as it may seem,” Eben concludes when he reflects on the behaviour of the 
volatile Señor Felix, 

 
this little incident has had a particular influence on my own estimate of the 
Spanish character. By no process of reasoning, nor by the knowledge of 
many Spaniards of a very different description, have I been able to form 
the usual opinion of the grave dignity so commonly ascribed to that people. 
They stand, in my imagination, as a compound of generosity, frivolity, and 
crime; and yet I am persuaded, that although these qualities predominate 
in the Spanish character, they are seldom found united in the same 
individual. A generous Spaniard is truly so; nor is one of frivolous humours 
otherwise than gay; while the dark and grim among them are of the sternest 
stuff of man.  

(2:100) 
 

In invoking the “usual opinion” of Spanish national character, Eben directly 
echoes the much-circulated dictum “Grave as a Spaniard” from eighteenth-century 
encyclopedias.28 His personal experience of individual Spaniards, and notably 
Señor Felix’s performance of his own character during the dramatic sea-voyage, 

 
28  Chambers, “Nation,” in Cyclopædia, 2:616. 
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leads Eben to modify this inherited truism, although he continues to adhere to 
a rubric of national character as a way of interpreting his observations. 

The novel’s most extreme reflection on national character occurs when Eben 
Erskine and Major Verdure visit Athens. There, after viewing the Acropolis but 
apparently before interacting with the Athenians, Eben launches into a tirade 
against the modern Greeks as “a people of many excellent animal qualities; but 
they have no moral remaining;” instead, imbued with vice, revenge, cruelty, 
barbarism, and base pride, he pronounces that the Greeks are “fallen to rise no 
more” (3:27). Despite his previously learned lesson about the lack of connection 
between landscape and human nature, in Athens Eben again relates the moral 
exhaustion of the inhabitants to the “decayed” soil and the ruins of the ancient 
city: “the earth is unhallowed where the Greeks were, and a curse has long been 
in the air, and on the earth that has yielded the scanty means of subsistence to the 
miserable wrecks of barbarous humanity that still usurp the name” (3:28). Major 
Verdure seems to share Eben’s general evaluation, if not his vehemence, but later 
both show themselves willing to alter their opinion of the Greek nation based on 
the behaviour of individuals. Before leaving Greece, they encounter a young man, 
Speridion, who offers his services as a guide and impresses them with his 
“intelligence and alacrity” (3:43). Giving him a generous tip, the Major pronounces: 
“That young man […] gives me more hope of Greece than any thing I have yet met 
with,” and Eben inserts a rare flash-forward into his narrative to affirm that Speridion 
would go on to fulfil these high hopes and become a respected military commander: 
“some years after, I heard that he had distinguished himself in the service of his 
country, and was esteemed for the goodness of his temper, the heroism of his 
bearing, and a certain frankness, that tended essentially to his promotion” (3:44-45). 

This experience, the novel’s most striking example of a prejudicial view of 
national character being ameliorated by the behaviour of individuals, also 
resonates with international relations at the time Galt was writing. Eben Erskine 
was published in 1833, shortly after the Treaty of Constantinople had established 
the Kingdom of Greece, and scenes such as the visit to Athens bring 
Enlightenment theory into contact – and conflict – with contemporary geopolitical 
relationships in post-Napoleonic Europe that demand new perspectives on nation 
and nationality. Eben Erskine shows national character embedding itself into 
frameworks of genre such as gothic and oriental tales that reinforce national 
stereotypes, but it also shows collective stereotypes being called into question by 
individual, context-dependent instances of storytelling, performance, and 
behaviour. This re-evaluation of national character is intrinsic to Eben Erskine as 
a Bildungsroman: not only does Eben’s character develop in response to the people, 
places, and stories he encounters, but a key part of his development consists in 
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correcting his assumptions about national character. As he learns to adapt his beliefs 
about specific cultures based on first-hand experience, he also learns to adopt a new 
attitude toward the relationship of the individual and the group. “[H]alf-wise 
rules and maxims” based on general laws and on collective behaviour are flawed, 
he realizes, because people must be treated as individuals. Looking back, Eben 
formulates this lesson as what he calls a “philosophy of riper years”: 

 
experience has taught me that the world is a collection of individuals, each 
of whom requires a different modification of jurisdiction; a general law, 
therefore, must ever fall short, and be found defective, when that which is 
applicable to the species is applied to individuals.  

(1:273) 
 
The ability of individuals to modify expectations about their national character 

and background is fundamental to Eben’s Bildung in another sense as well. The 
novel’s romance plot depends on Eben’s social mobility: over the course of the 
story, he overcomes his own and other peoples’ assumptions about the limitations 
of his humble Scottish background and ends up settled in a wealthy English 
household when he marries Major Verdure’s daughter. Unlike his predecessor 
Andrew Wylie, whose imperturbable identity as a provincial Scotsman only 
becomes more entrenched as he returns to marry and settle in Scotland at the end 
of Galt’s 1822 novel, Eben Erskine’s successful career both is and is not due to his 
national character. The traits of straightforwardness and integrity associated with 
his Scottish background open doors for him with his English patrons, but it is 
thanks to his individual character and his moral development that he finds a new 
station in life by crossing the Scottish–English border permanently, adopting 
English manners, and moving beyond the rank into which he was born.  

Incorporating an education about national character into the structure of the 
Bildungsroman and into episodes of storytelling by narrators of different nationalities, 
Eben Erskine gives a literary inflection to the discourse about national identity. 
Within Galt’s late-Romantic age of increasing mobility, globalization, and interest in 
Weltliteratur, the novel manifests a paradoxical juxtaposition of cultural stereotyping 
with malleable, experiential, and performative expressions of national character. 
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