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Abstract: This article examines the intersection of geology, mythology, and visual
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representation in European art. Prompted by the rise of geotourism and the widespread
popularity of the Ossianic myth in the late eighteenth century, Staffa emerged as both
a geological and a mythic site. Focusing on works by Charles Gore, Carl Gustav Carus,
and ].M.W. Turner, the essay explores how landscape painting functioned as a medium
for negotiating scientific, aesthetic, and cultural discourses. While Gore’s drawings
mediate between textual sources and visual representation, Carus integrates scientific
observation and Romantic philosophy to visualise “earth-life painting.” Turner, in
contrast, addresses the environmental impact of industrialisation, embedding myth,
modern tourism, and deep time within the concept of the “Anthropozoic.” By analysing
how the Ossianic myth of Fingal’s Cave became part of a transnational Romantic
visuality, the article highlights the interdependence of image, narrative, and scientific
imagination. It argues that landscape paintings of Staffa reflect broader epistemic shifts
and contribute to a modern mythology shaped by both national identity and ecological
awareness. Ultimately, the essay sheds new light on Romanticism as a hybrid,
interdisciplinary, and internationally connected phenomenon.
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Crossing Borders

Geotourism took on an increasingly international dimension after 1800.
Concurrently the remote Scottish isle of Staffa captured Europe’s imagination by
storm. This emerging form of tourism uniquely combined scientific inquiry into
geological formations with an aesthetic appreciation of the landscape, often
framed as a nostalgic and Romantic spectacle that intertwined cultural and
historical narratives. As a consequence of this complex interplay, artists and
geologists alike were drawn to the Hebridean island, whose largest cave was
attributed to the legendary Ossianic hero Fingal. In the course of exploring this
basaltic place, numerous artists related to Staffa as both a real landscape and a mythic
and discursive entity. This idiosyncratic superimposition of geology and mythology
is hardly coincidental, given that the rise of Ossianic mythology coincided with
the establishment and institutionalisation of geology as a scientific discipline in
the wake of key publications by geologists such as James Hutton (Theory of the
Earth, 1795) and John MacCulloch (Transactions of the Geological Society, 1814).
Geologists and artists were particularly interested in the ancient island because its
basaltic formation, like the (supposed) origin of the Celtic myth, reaches far back
into the distant past. Here, the notion of geological or deep time (i.e., non-human
time) intersects with artistic imaginations of historical time.!

In light of these observations, this article explores how European artists
reflected on the origins of Earth and culture through landscape pictures. I situate
the polyvalent image of a (trans)national mythology within a European concept
of deep time and analyse European artistic practices in the works of Charles Gore,
Carl Gustav Carus, and J.M.W. Turner. Rather than falling into conventions about
national schools, the article focuses on the crossing of boundaries and pleads for
an Ossianic visuality in Romanticism across Europe that highlights the inter-
dependencies between mythology and geology.

To investigate the connection between mythology and geology and its close
relation to the phenomenon of geotourism, the article proceeds in three steps.
First, I address the invention of Staffa as a mythological place and examine how
from the outset natural scientists infused the geological site with a mythic
dimension, often relying on visual representations to convey scientific knowledge.
The second part turns to Charles Gore and the historical and aesthetic origins of
the visual tradition of Staffa within the genre of travelogues, subsequently
considering how Carl Gustav Carus’s pictorial concepts build on and further
develop this tradition through the combination of art and science, ultimately
achieving a visual emancipation of the motif. In this context, Carus’s reflections

1 For the connection between geology and art with regard to deep time, see Noah Heringman,
Deep Time: A Literary History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2023).
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on the formation of rocks are taken into account and situated within contemporary
debates on the origin of the Earth, as conducted by geologists such as Hutton. The
final section focuses on Turner’s Staffa pictures to discuss the detachment from
textual sources and the full transposition of these discourses into the pictorial
realm. In addition, by drawing on ecocritical studies, I will examine the visual
reflections on the fascination with tourism and its consequences. Such reflections,
this essay argues, reach their culmination in Turner’s work.

The aim is to offer a nuanced analysis of the entanglement between mythology
and geological imagination by linking geology as a new science with the ideas of
a “new mythology” that responded to new societal and philosophical questions
and demands, as formulated by Romantic writers such as Friedrich Schlegel.
Schlegel argued in his Rede iiber die Mythologie (Speech on Mythology, 1800) that
access to ancient classical mythology was no longer viable in the modern era due
to the rise of a reflective historical consciousness.? Consequently, this essay’s
comparative approach seeks to generate insight into the evolving role of images
as epistemic agents within discourse. Such a combined reading opens up new
interdisciplinary perspectives for research on Romanticism. Moreover, the article
seeks to demonstrate the extent to which representations of the island of Staffa
exemplify Romantic aesthetics in a transnational context, as they enable a reflection
on national imaginaries within an international framework. In this regard, the theme
is ideally suited for the investigation of hybrid aesthetics and for research into the
connection between various nationally connoted Romanticisms.

Geoimagination: The Invention of Staffa as a Mythological Place

In 1772, the naturalist Joseph Banks undertook the first expedition ever to the
basalt island of Staffa. He explored and surveyed the island with his team of
naturalists and artists and his report was published shortly afterwards in Thomas
Pennant’s travelogue Tour in Scotland (1772). Pennant himself had not been able to
travel to the island due to bad weather conditions earlier that summer.? However,
he included Banks’s report accompanied by illustrations in his travelogue under
the title “Account of Staffa communicated by Joseph Banks.” The attribution of the
cave on Staffa to Fingal goes back to Banks and became internationally known
after its reproduction in this travelogue. Banks reports the following:

2 Friedrich Schlegel, “Rede iiber die Mythologie,” in Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe,
Vol. 2, ed. Ernst Behler (Paderborn: Schoningh, 1967), 311-22.

3 John E. Gordon, “Rediscovering a Sense of Wonder: Geoheritage, Geotourism and
Cultural Landscape Experiences,” Geoheritage 4 (2012): 69.
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We asked the name of it. Ouwa Eehn said our guide the Cave of Fiuhn.
What is Fiuhn said we. Fiuhn Mac Coul whom the translator of Ossians
works has called Fingal. How fortunate that in this cave we should meet
with the remembrance of that chief whose existence as well as that of the
whole epick poem is almost doubted in England.*

With these words Banks was referring to the Ossianic myth and the so-called
Ossian debate, which called the authenticity of the myth into question.’

But what is the Ossianic myth all about? It spread rapidly throughout Europe
from the late eighteenth century via the poetry of the Scottish writer James
Macpherson. His Fragments of Ancient Poetry (1760), Fingal (1762), and the epic
Temora (1763) enjoyed great popularity as translations of supposedly original
Scottish poems by the Celtic blind bard Ossian from the third century. The fame
of the songs was not diminished by the fact that the alleged translations from
ancient sources were soon exposed as fraudulent by critics, particularly by English
writers such as Samuel Johnson. This critical response, shaped by national and
colonial agendas, was precisely the context Banks alluded to in his remark.® The
songs in which Ossian recalls the heroic stories of his father Fingal and his son
Oscar, Fingal’s grandson, who both died in battle, were just too powerful in their
intellectual and imaginative impact to be undermined. Numerous European
artists and writers felt inspired by them and their Romantic allusions to an ancient
past and wild nature. Thus, countless reflections on the songs can be found in
pictorial art, first disseminated in Great Britain and then successively on the
European continent and even in the United States.”

4 Thomas Pennant, A Tour in Scotland, and Voyage to the Hebrides, Vol. 1 (Chester: John
Monk, 1774), 263.

5 For the Ossian controversy see, e.g., Henry Okun, “Ossian in Painting,” Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 30 (1967): 3291f. In 1763 Hugh Blair, professor of rhetoric,
was already critical of it; see Hugh Blair, A Critical Dissertation into the Poems of Ossian,
the Son of Fingal (1765), in The Poems of Ossian and Related Works, ed. Howard Gaskill
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), 402.

¢ For a discussion of the postcolonial dimensions of the English downplaying the
‘authenticity’ of the Scottish myth, see, e.g., Silke Stroh, Gaelic Scotland in the Colonial
Imagination: Anglophone Writing from 1600 to 1900 (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 2017), 122-23.

7 Ossianic subjects can be found in the ceuvres of artists such as Nicolai Abildgaard, John
Sell Cotman, Francis Danby, Anne-Louis Girodet, Elizabeth Harvey, Angelica
Kauffman, Alexander Runciman, Philipp Otto Runge, John Trumbull, George Augustus
Wallis, and Luigi Zandomeneghi, to name just a few.
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By attributing the cave to Fingal, Banks sought to reinforce the myth’s
authenticity — effectively countering the doubts he himself acknowledged — and to
fuse geological observation with mythological imagination. For him, geology and
mythology were not separate domains but rather deeply intertwined ways of
experiencing time and landscape. In this context, it is striking that Banks’s report
both covers the scientific aspects and undertakes a precise survey of the island as
well as formulating philosophical, literary, and aesthetic impressions. According
to John Bonehill, Banks intersected “antiquarian and literary interest in ancient
British customs and language, as well as the geography and the material remains
of the nation’s early and prehistory.”® In doing so, he advocated for an aesthetic
of a modern Northern mythology that was associated with national identity and
distinct from Homeric antiquity. Banks’s reflections on a Nordic mythology are
situated within a broader intellectual tradition. As early as 1763, Hugh Blair,
professor of rhetoric, contrasted Homer and Ossian in his Critical Dissertation on
the Poems of Ossian and identified the novel qualities of Ossianic mythology. Later,
in 1795, Johann Gottfried Herder stated Romantic Ossianic poetry represented
a break with Homer’s works, since Homer’s poetry was “purely objective”
whereas Ossian’s was “purely subjective.”® By contrasting the Greek’s calm
descriptions with the individually mediated experience of the world articulated
by the suffering Celtic bard, Herder pleaded for an antipodal, Nordic modernism.

For Banks, the experience of the Scottish Highlands was closely related to the
Ossianic experience, which he described as romantic:

Morven the land of heroes once the seat of the exploits of Fingal the mother
of the romantick scenery of Ossian. I could not even sail past it without a touch
of enthusiasm [...]. I lamented the busy bustle of the ship & had I dard to
venture the censure of my companions would certainly have brought her
to an anchor. To have read ten pages of Ossian under the shades of those
woods would have been luxury above the reach of kings.!°

8 John Bonehill, ““New scenes drawn by the pencil of Truth”: Joseph Banks” Northern
Voyage,” Journal of Historical Geography 43 (2014): 12. For more on the connection between
literature and science, see Nigel Leask, “Fingalian Topographies: Ossian and the
Highland Tour, 1760-1805,” Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 39, no. 2 (2016): 183-96.

9 Johann Gottfried Herder, “Homer und Ossian,” in Werke in zehn Binden, Vol. 8, ed.
Martin Bollacher and Giinter Arnold (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag,
1998), 74.

10 Roy A. Rauschenberg, “The Journals of Joseph Banks’s Voyage Up Great Britain’s West
Coast to Iceland and to the Orkney Isles July to October, 1772,” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society 117, no. 3 (1973): 205.
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Academic and public interest in the emerging science of geology was rooted
in the interplay between landscape aesthetics and a fascination with the past —an
intersection perfectly embodied in the myth of Staffa.

As part of the then-nascent phenomenon of geotourism,!! Pennant’s travelogue
— and with it Banks’s report — was received throughout Europe. Alongside
dissemination of the geological descriptions, various images of the island circulated
transnationally, conveying scientific knowledge visually (Fig. 1). Some of these
images were created on site, often by artists who accompanied the naturalists.
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Fig. 1. Pierre Charles Canot, View of the Erect Columns near the Shags Cave, on the Island
of Staffa, Taken from the Sea, 1774, etching, in Thomas Pennant, A Tour in Scotland, and
Voyage to the Hebrides, Vol. 1 (Chester: John Monk, 1774), 262, Plate XXVII.

1 For more on the phenomenon of geotourism and the initiating power of the Ossianic
myth in this context, see, e.g., Gordon, “Rediscovering a Sense of Wonder,” 65-77.
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Joseph Banks’s expedition had already been well documented through visual
imagery, thus initiating a trend and setting a standard for future scientists
reporting on Staffa. His scientific team was accompanied by three artists: the
Miller brothers, Joseph and James, and John Cleveley.!? Their drawings, which
were later reproduced in several travelogues,'® helped to shape the visual memory
of the Ossianic myth across Europe from the very beginning and underscored the
close connection between art and science. Other images, by contrast, were based
on copies, particularly when the artists themselves had no opportunity to travel
to Scotland. Through the artistic approaches of Charles Gore, Carl Gustav Carus,
and ].M.W. Turner, I will explore how Staffa, as a real place, found its way into
visually constructed mythologies across time and national contexts.

Gore and Carus: Staffa in Germany and the Image as Scientific Instrument

The images by Gore and Carus represent, respectively, an early and a later
example that illustrate the enduring fascination with the island of Staffa in the
European imagination. Moreover, these case studies highlight the transnational
character of a Romanticism across borders.

The English amateur watercolourist Charles Gore worked for many years in
Weimar and made the Scottish myth accessible to a German audience at the very
beginning of the European-wide Ossian craze. He was born in England in 1729
and lived there until 1773. He moved to Europe with his family in 1773, living first
in Lisbon, then Florence, Rome, Naples, Switzerland, France, and the Netherlands,
before settling in Weimar in 1791, remaining there until his death.!* He socialised
in the Weimar circle and created his large-format Staffa pictures, which are now
kept in the Klassik Stiftung Weimar.

Gore belongs to the group of artists who never visited Staffa themselves.
Nonetheless, I argue that in the eyes of the Weimar public, his English origins lent
his artistic work an aura of authenticity that made him particularly well suited to

12 Charlotte Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature: British Landscape Art in the Late Eighteenth
and Early Nineteenth Centuries (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 74-75.

13 They were first reproduced in Pennant’s travel account and subsequently appeared in
other European travel guides.

14 For more on Gore in Europe and Weimar, see Alexander Rosenbaum, “Ansichten aus
Europa: Charles Gores Reisebilder im klassischen Weimar,” in Hellmut Th. Seemann, ed.,
Europa in Weimar: Visionen eines Kontinents (Gottingen: Wallstein-Verlag, 2008): 225-38.
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produce the drawings. The images were presumably commissioned by Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe or Karl August, Duke of Saxe-Weimar, although this cannot
be confirmed from the surviving documentation.’® The drawings were later
engraved by the Weimar artist Konrad Horny and published by Georg Melchior
Kraus in 1794,'¢ thereby entering wider circulation. Remarkably, they also came
into the possession of George III, who acquired the prints for his Topographical
Collection."” In this way, images and ideas of Staffa circulated throughout Europe.

Gore’s large-format drawing in brown and black ink and watercolour (Fig. 2)
is accompanied by an English inscription added at a later date. It depicts the basalt
island in the middle ground as a prominent rock formation. Its tripartite structure
is clearly rendered: first the tuff stone at the base, followed by the hexagonal basalt
columns, and finally an amorphous, vegetated rock mass forming the top. The
entrance to the cave is also visible on the right-hand side of the island. In the
foreground, polygonal basalt columns function as a repoussoir on which two men
and a dog are resting, observing the spectacle surrounding the island. Several
sailing vessels and landing boats encircle the island, while one boat, carrying two
travellers, has already reached the shore. At the centre of the composition,
therefore, is the touristic exploration of the island, accompanied by a detailed and
faithful representation of its physical structure.

15 I would like to thank Dr Christoph Orth, Curator of Prints and Drawings at the Klassik
Stiftung Weimar, for granting me access to the prints and drawings and for the scholarly
exchange regarding the works. I inspected the drawings on site on 7 July 2023; there are
four drawings by Gore held in Weimar, whereas Rosenbaum, “Charles Gore,” mentions
only one drawing.

16 Three prints by Konrad Horny are also held by the Klassik Stiftung Weimar. On closer
inspection, however, the print after Gore’s large Staffa drawing discussed here turns out
not to be a print, but rather the preparatory drawing for the later print — as is, for
example, preserved in the British Library (King’'s Topographical Collection, Maps
K.Top.49.39.c). Rosenbaum, “Charles Gores Reisebilder,” 232, mistakenly refers to the
Weimar drawing by Horny as an etching.

17 King George III had a strong interest in maps, topography, and geography. The Staffa
prints likely entered his collection as a gift or were acquired by the royal library staff. I am
grateful to Felicity Myrone, Lead Curator, Western Prints and Drawings, British Library,
for this information; email correspondence, 26 August 2025. On King George III's
collections, see also Felicity Myrone, “What Is K.Top?” British Library — Picturing Places,
https://web.archive.org/web/20201122092246/https://www .bl.uk/picturing-places/articles/
what-is-ktop, accessed 1 September 2025.
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Fig. 2. Charles Gore, Island of Staffa from the North West with the Grotto of Fingal, n.d.,
pen in brown and black, watercolour and brushwork on hand-made paper, 279 x 638 mm,
Klassik Stiftung Weimar. (Photo © Klassik Stiftung Weimar, Museen, ID: 327334 /
Susanne Marschall.)

The text, entitled “Island of Staffa & Cavern of Fingal,” states that the drawing is
a copy after a version by an Italian artist. It also provides detailed information
about the island, including the exact dimensions of the cave and a description of
the basalt columns:

Cavern of Fingal

Length from the Entrance to the Bottom: 371.6
Breath of Entrance to the Bottom: 53.7
Height of Entrance to the Bottom: 117.6
Depth of water at Entrance: 18

The Columns have 3. 4. 5. 6. & 7 sides but more generelly 5 & 6. The Largest
4 feet 5 inches Diameter & have 7 sides.

The exact documentation of the island is based on Pennant’s Tour in Scotland,
whose 1774 edition provides, on page 226, the same information found in Gore’s
accompanying text. Pennant’s account was also reproduced in the 1779 German
translation of his travelogue, Thomas Pennant’s Reise durch Schottland und die
Hebridischen Inseln, and was thus known to a wide German audience.!® However,
the person who added the inscription to Gore’s drawing clearly referred to the
English edition, evidently addressing an English-speaking clientele.

18 Thomas Pennant’s Reise durch Schottland und die Hebridischen Inseln. Mit Kupfern. Aus dem
Englischen iibersezt von |.P. Ebeling (Leipzig: Weygand, 1790), 342.
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In the context of the Europe-wide dissemination of the Staffa myth, it is crucial
to note that Gore’s images of the island — together with the information drawn
from Pennant and therefore from Banks’s report — served in Weimar as an
authentic representation of the basalt island. Image and text, visual imagination
and geological information, are closely intertwined.

The fact that the drawings were created in Weimar, of all places, was evidently
linked to the heightened interest in Ossianic material there. This material was
particularly significant for Goethe, who adapted the myth in his Werther (1774)
and, like many others, was engaged in geological studies and rock formations in
the context of the emerging discipline of geology. It was therefore only logical that
images of the island would be needed in Weimar — images that Gore, as an
Englishman, was able to provide.

Decades later, we experience a different phenomenon with Carl Gustav Carus,
insofar as he actually travelled to Staffa, which he considered essential to his
understanding of an authentic artistic approach that presupposed direct
engagement with the original site. The physician, natural scientist, and artistic
dilettante, who was in close contact with Caspar David Friedrich and Goethe
among others, is regarded as a crucial representative of German Romanticism."
From May to August 1844 he travelled to England and Scotland as a physician in
ordinary to the King of Saxony, Friedrich August II. Carus’s travel impressions
were published in 18452 and only a short time later, in 1846, they were translated
into English.?!

In addition to this written report Carus created artistic reflections of the island
of Staffa, as witnessed in a picture he painted around 1846. It shows the basalt
island in the middle of a stormy sea, with the birds’ flight drawing the viewer’s
attention to the entrance of Fingal’s cave (Fig. 3). Remarkably, Carus depicted the
apex of the cave entrance with a pointed arch, thus deviating from its actual design,

1 In 1816, Carus submitted four paintings for the exhibition to the Dresdner
Kunstakademie for the first time, and in the same year he also met Caspar David
Friedrich. See Carl Gustav Carus, Nine Letters on Landscape Painting: Written in the Years
1815-1824; with a Letter from Goethe by Way of Introduction, trans. David Britt (Los Angeles,
CA: Getty Research Institute, 2002), 3.

20 Carl Gustav Carus, England und Schottland im Jahre 1844, 2 vols (Berlin: Duncker, 1845).

2l Carl Gustav Carus, The King of Saxony’s Journey through England and Scotland in the Year
1844, trans. S.C. Davison (London: Chapman and Hall, 1846). Subsequent page number
references are given in parentheses in the text. For a review, see [Anon.], “The King of
Saxony’s Journey through England and Scotland,” Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine (May 1846):
301-307. The reviewer was not so much interested in Carus’s scientific observations of
Staffa as in the German perspective on the island.

79



Elisabeth Ansel

apparently to evoke the impression of a nave as he had described it in his
travelogue (296). However, the painting denies the viewer a closer look inside the
cave, which is thus only recognisable as a dark, undefined space.

Fig. 3. Carl Gustav Carus, Insel Staffa, before 1846, oil on canvas, 93 x 120 cm,
private collection. (Photo © Elke Estel.)

In July 1844 Carus visited the island on a steamboat. For him this journey was
the fulfilment of a childhood dream, as he was finally able to experience the
legendary island that he had known only from prints — images similar to those by
Gore — which he referred to as “imperfect and even bad representations” (294):

It aroused peculiar feelings in my mind, to think that in a short time I
should be near, and be able to see with my own eyes, that wonderful island,
whose basaltic rocks and Fingal’s cave had occupied my fancy, even in my
boyish years.

(294)
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He experienced “splendid” (194) weather on his journey to the island on the
paddle steamer Brenda and described his joy at finally encountering the “visionary
world of Ossian” (293)?2 in the surrounding nature. His report seems to have had
a direct influence on his painterly reflections, as can be seen in his work. He was
concerned with using what he called his “[d]aguerrotype properties of the eye”
(295) to store the moment on the island, which he felt was far too short. In the
painting, he then quite obviously wanted to capture the momentary permanently.
Therefore, it is not surprising that in Carus’s image the basalt formations, to which
he refers repeatedly in his description (294-97), dominate, resting like a rock in the
surf and defying the swell in the foreground. The ephemeral is here subordinated
to the static.?

In his Staffa painting Carus — who was fascinated by columnar basalt — engaged
with contemporary discourses of geological societies concerning the genesis of
rock formations. He was initially a proponent of Neptunism, which attributed
geological formations to a primordial ocean, but from the 1820s onwards
advocated the theory of the volcanic origin of geological formations.?* Notably,
and in contrast to Gore, he entirely refrained from referencing any touristic aspects
in his depiction. He was familiar with the Transactions of the Geological Society by
the English geologist John MacCulloch, published in 1814, in which Staffa was also
discussed.” As if to legitimise his own writings, Carus even added an appendix
to his description of Staffa, “chiefly derived from” MacCulloch’s remarks (374). In
his painting, he thus synthesised contemporary debates about rock formations
and the concept of geological deep time, as formulated by the Edinburgh geologist
James Hutton in his internationally received Theory of the Earth, with imagined
notions of a Celtic past rooted in mythology.?

2 “T felt more and more as if the visionary world of Ossian were being realised, as the names
which form the titles, and arc to be found in the narrations of his poems, continued to
increase” (293).

2 Here it should be added that while Carus focused visually on the static appearance of the
basalt formation, he was simultaneously concerned with illustrating the morphological
processes of the Earth’s formation, which he sought to represent for the viewer in his
Erdlebenbild.

2 Dirk Gedlich, “Geognostische Landschaften,” in Carl Gustav Carus: Natur und Idee, ed.
Petra Kuhlmann-Hodick, Gerd Spitzer, and Bernhard Maaz, exhibition catalogue,
Dresden, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen; Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Nationalgalerie, Vol. 1 (Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2009), 158.

% For Turner, see Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature, 94; for Carus, see (259). Objects
from the geological collection, including MacCulloch’s Transactions, were shown to the
king and Carus at the Royal Institution in Manchester.

2 James Hutton, Theory of the Earth: With Proofs and Illustrations (1788), 2 vols (Edinburgh:
William Creech, 1795). Hutton’s book had been partially available in German translation
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Thus, Carus as a painter was unquestionably concerned with the connection
between art and science. This interdependence was central to his ideal of a new
landscape art, which he saw realised in his practice of Erdlebenbildkunst (earth-life
painting). According to Carus, in analogy to the genre of history painting, earth-
life painting should illustrate the history not of humankind, but of nature.?” In his
sixth “Letter on Landscape Painting” in 1824 he had already written about this
idea: “art appears as the apex, the summit of science; by clearly envisioning the
mysteries of science and by clothing them in beauty, art becomes mystic in the
truest sense of the word.”?8 In this, the strong focus on landscape art and the genre
of earth-life painting helps to explain why Carus omitted any traces of human
presence in his Staffa painting, focusing instead on the genesis of the Earth.

Carus’s strong fascination with Staffa can only be fully understood when his
scientific interest, particularly in rock formations, is taken into account. In his
travelogue he pointed out that the study of Scottish islands was to be considered
highly fruitful for the science of geology (300). Carus was convinced that his
artistic approach to the Staffa subject was truthful, as seen in a letter to Johann
Gottlob Regis dated 5 January 1846. In it, he wrote that he considered the coloured
Staffa print by Wilhelm Gottlieb Tilesius published in 1799 to be poor, and that
Regis should instead come and see Carus’s Staffa painting in order to gain a correct
impression of the subject matter.?’

since 1792, see James Hutton, “Theorie der Erde, oder Erforschung der Gesetze, nach
welchen die Bildung, Zerstreuung und Wiederherstellung des festen Landes auf der
Erdoberflache geschieht,” in Sammlungen zur Physik und Naturgeschichte, Vol. 4.6
(Leipzig: Dyck, 1792), 225-68, 689-725; on Carus and Hutton, see Werner Busch, “Carus
auf Staffa: Mythologie und Geologie,” in Carl Gustav Carus: Wahrnehmung und
Konstruktion. Essays, ed. Petra Kuhlmann-Hodick, Gerd Spitzer, and Bernhard Maaz
(Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2009), 2:185.

27 Gedlich, “Geognostische Landschaften,” 160.

28 Carl Gustav Carus, Neun Briefe iiber Landschaftsmalerei, geschrieben in den Jahren 1815-1824:
Zuvor ein Brief von Goethe als Einleitung (Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer, 1831), 107. English
translation: Carus, Nine Letters, 114.

2  Carl Gustav Carus, C.G. Carus an Regis: Eine Brieffolge wvon 1814-1853,
Maschinenschriftliche Abschrift von Marianne Prause. Brief 1-369, nach den Originalen
in der Sachsischen Landesbibliothek — Staats- und Universitatsbibliothek Dresden,
SLUB, Brief 3-62, nach den Originalen in der Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin — PreufSischer
Kulturbesitz, SBB (Leipzig, 1956), 571; Tilesius and Rosenmidiller’s print was reproduced
in their 1799 book Beschreibung merkwiirdiger Hohlen and is based on the print by Pierre
Charles Canot, which is illustrated in Thomas Pennant’s 1774 edition of Tour in Scotland,
and Voyage to the Hebrides.
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With this comment, on which he did not elaborate further, he was obviously
referring to a plea for an ‘authentic’ depiction of the Scottish landscape. For the
painter, the Scottish scenery was characterised by “peculiarities of the atmosphere,
half clear, half foggy, singularly moist, and of a peculiar bluish colour” (284) that
he felt he had rendered authentically, presumably all the more so due to his first-
hand experience of the Scottish landscape.

Interestingly, in his descriptions — as had already been the case with Banks —
Carus intertwined climatic and geological observations with national-romantic
and mythological aspects. He claimed, for instance, that the Caledonian climate —
distinct from that of Switzerland - enabled a dream-like experience of the
landscape, closely linked to Scotland’s ancient history. The close relationship
between art and science in terms of Romantic geology in Carus’s work is also
evident in his rendering of the water: in contrast to the blue of the sky, he painted
it in a deep green. This choice of colour resonates with his travel writings, where
he noted that the “splendid green waves” would meet the “gray pillars” (295).
Through this colour choice Carus, I contend, consciously positioned himself
within the tradition of natural scientists such as Alexander von Humboldt, whom
he mentions in his travelogue. Around 1800 Humboldt had already described the
sea as green (rather than blue), taking into account its colouring due to algae and
other factors.®® Moreover, Carus aligned himself with Goethe — whom he
referenced several times in his book — particularly in terms of colour theory, as the
Weimar poet had referred to the colour Meergriin (sea green) in his own writings.3!
Thus, Carus’s painting, when considered alongside his text, points to the
phenomenon that scientific observations and Romantic conceptions were closely
interwoven, not just in content but even in the choice of colour.

If we conclude by comparing the approaches of Gore and Carus, it becomes
apparent that the geological discourse on the origin of the Earth shifted from text
to image. While Gore’s drawing still relies on juxtaposition and textual authentication

30 On this, see, e.g., Gerhard Kortum, “Humboldt und das Meer: Eine ozeanographie-
geschichtliche Bestandsaufnahme,” in Proceedings: Alexander von Humboldt’s Natural
History Legacy and Its Relevance for Today, Northeastern Naturalist 1 (2001): 91-108. For
more on the colour blue, see James Fox, The World According to Colour: A Cultural History
(Dublin: Penguin Books, 2023); Michel Pastoureau, Blue: History of a Colour (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2001), 184, states that the idea of the ocean being blue is a relatively
recent one and that the ocean was long described as green.

31 For Goethe’s term, see Lorenz Dittmann, “Goethes Farbenlehre im Kontext der
Koloritgeschichte,” in Karl Richter and Gerhard Sauder, eds. Goethe: Ungewohnte Ansichten.
Beitriige zu einer Ringvorlesung der Philosophischen Fakultiten der Universitit des Saarlandes
im Wintersemester 1999/2000 (St Ingbert: Rohrig Universitédtsverlag, 2001), 65-113.
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as well as touristic spectacle, Carus’s geomythological image operates on its own,
through the power of the visual. The discourse is inherent, conveying knowledge
about the origin of the Earth and of human culture through the image itself. In this
way, the picture becomes both carrier and mediator of epistemic knowledge.

Turner: Scottish Mist, English Steam, and Anthropozoic Imaginations

As the culmination of Ossianic imagery in British art, the literature often highlights
J.M.W. Turner’s painting Staffa: Fingal’s Cave, painted in 1831-32 following the
painter’s journey to the Hebridean island (Fig. 4).32 That Turner was familiar with
the contemporary iconography of Staffa is evident from the fact that, in addition
to his own sketches, he drew on existing prints for his illustrations, such as
William Daniell’s aquatint.®* Reference to various established Ossianic pictorial
formulas can also be asserted for his painting. For example, he blended Ossianic
topoi such as mist, twilight, and Scottish scenery — which can be regarded as
quintessential elements of Romantic motifs — and linked them to the history of the
saga through the reproduction of the archaic site. At the same time, he deliberately
intertwined literature and image, as can be seen from the reference Turner made
in the catalogue for the Royal Academy exhibition of 1832.3* The landscape
painting was exhibited together with four selected lines from Walter Scott’s poem
The Lord of the Isles.®

32 See, e.g., David Blayney Brown and Amy Concannon, Turner’s Modern World (London:
Tate, 2021) and Sebastian Mitchell, “Celtic Postmodernism: Ossian and Contemporary
Art,” Translation and Literature 22, no. 3 (2013): 406.

3% Thomas Ardill, “Staffa Sketchbook 1831,” in David Blayney Brown, ed., ] M.W. Turner:
Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours (Tate Research Publication, December 2012),
www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/jmw-turner/staffa-sketchbook-r1135105,
accessed 1 September 2025.

34 The Exhibition of the Royal Academy, exhibition catalogue, London, Royal Academy, vol.
64, no. 45 (London: W. Clowes, 1832), 26.

% The poem was first published in 1815 and again in 1834 in Scott’s Poetical Works. Scott’s
lines quoted in the catalogue of The Exhibition of The Royal Academy 64, 26 (no. 453), are:
“‘— nor of a theme less solemn tells, / That mighty surge that ebbs and swells, / And
still, between each awful pause, / From the high vault an answer draws.” Sir Walter Scott’s
Lord of the Isles, Canto iv.”
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Fig. 4. . M.W. Turner, Staffa, Fingal’s Cave, 1831-32, oil on canvas, 90.8 x 121.3 cm,
Yale Center for British Art, New Haven. (Photo © Yale Center for British Art.)

The painting focuses on the roaring sea, while the island of Staffa, which gives
the work its title, can hardly be discerned since it is enveloped by sea mist and the
steam of the small-looking ship and framed by dynamic cloud formations. Turner
imbued the scenery with an overwhelming impression. However, this does not
emanate from the cave itself, which can just be glimpsed as a shadow in the rock,
but from nature as he has dynamically conceived it.3

Turner’s Staffa painting plays with the discrepancy between the title and what
is depicted, since the basalt island and the cloud formations, steam, and mist
appear to be aesthetically very similar. The confusion is heightened by the fact that
the experience of the island is presented to us like a tourist trip, the paddle steamer
becoming an important protagonist in the composition. By implementing the
steamer, Turner presented both inside and outside perspectives, thus distancing
the viewer from the actual event. It is as if the painter was pointing out that the tourist
adventure detracts from the genuine experience of encountering the supposed

3%  Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature, 88.
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origin of Ossian’s universe. The contrast between far-reaching traditions in the
form of the Ossianic saga and modernity in the form of steam navigation can also
be regarded as new in relation to earlier visual representations of Staffa and
disrupts the beholder’s sense of a single temporality. Next to the reference to
different dimensions of historicity, the juxtaposition of Fingal’s cave and the
steamboat relates, I contend, to the plurality of British culture, thus expressing
both Scottish and English notions of identity. While Staffa (i.e., Scotland) evokes
associations of an imagined past and nostalgic longing, the steamer (i.e., England)
implies the idea of modernity and technical progress. Turner thus united two
concepts of the national imaginary and opened up diverse cultural projections.

Moreover Turner, like Carus, referenced various geological discourses in his
painting. Although Turner’s picture makes the island appear indistinct at first
glance, a closer look reveals the detailed rendering of the basaltic columns through
the vertical brushstrokes in brown, grey, and blue paint. Together with the
glowing red in which the island is depicted, this painterly portrayal obviously
indicates the volcanic origin of the basaltic place, as Hutton, for example, had
suggested in Theory of the Earth.

However, Turner went a step further than Carus by referencing human
processes within the discourse of deep time. Although the term “Anthropocene”
was only coined in the early 2000s, the idea of the “Anthropozoic” was already
present in contemporary geological journals during Turner’s era.¥” Through his
overtly critical depiction of tourism, Turner obviously engaged with these debates
and negotiated them visually within the painting. As Susan Oliver notes,® it is
essential for this interpretation to recognise that Turner incorporated Hutton’s
idea of a perpetually moving and changing Earth — an idea that fundamentally
undermines the notion of permanence, here exemplified by the myth of Ossian.

If we extend this line of thought further, it becomes evident that Turner
systematically explored this idea through multiple layers of temporality within
the painting. The small steamer moves at high speed while the large basalt island
appears static and immutable. Nonetheless, temporal processes are alluded to
even here, referencing both gradual formations — through water and
sedimentation — as well as the island’s volcanic, and therefore sudden, genesis.

37 On the idea of the “Anthropozoic,” see, e.g., Thomas Jenkyn, “Lessons in Geology, No. L,
Chapter V, On the Classification of Rocks, Section IV,” Popular Educator 4 (1854): 314; on
the term “Anthropocene,” see Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer, “The ‘ Anthropocene,””
Global Change Newsletter 41 (2000): 17-18.

3% Susan Oliver, “J.M.W. Turner, Science, and the Bass Rock: A Coastal Knowledge
Ecology,” Romanticism on the Net 79 (Fall 2022), https://ronjournal.openum.ca/s/6673,
accessed 31 August 2025.

86



Crossing Borders

This duality is visually communicated through the island’s red colour (suggesting
volcanic origins) and through the thick white impasto of sea spray along its shore,
which, in its materiality, almost evokes a stony encrustation and alludes to the
constant interplay of the natural elements.

The setting sun, in turn, gestures both to an eternal source of energy and,
simultaneously, to the transient nature of the day’s event. The fact that Turner
signed the painting directly beneath the steamer — in red, echoing the glowing coal
within the vessel - signals his self-positioning not only as a modern intruder but
also as a participant in the environmental degradation caused by tourism. At the
same time, he drew attention to the way in which an ancient myth is rapidly
consumed by contemporary tourists.

A striking visual detail appears to reinforce this interpretation: the steamer’s
smoke enters the cave, but — strangely — emerges again from within, rising into the
atmosphere and merging with mist and clouds. It is as though Turner were
pointing out that tourism itself has become part of the myth, insofar as it has
helped shape it. The painting suggests that myth — and mythmaking as a process
—may in fact constitute a conditio sine qua non for environmental destruction. More
precisely, an ecocritical reading frames the smoke as a modern human
intervention in the environment during the age of industrialisation, since it affects
both the seemingly indestructible basalt island and the atmosphere.®

For Turner, geoimagination and geotourism were two interdependent
phenomena, thematised together in this painting. Such an interpretation is further
supported by the fact that, when the work was exhibited at the Royal Academy,
Turner chose not to accompany it with a scientific excerpt from Banks’s report but
rather with lines from Scott’s The Lord of the Isles. In accordance with Romantic
philosophy,* myth here functions as a discursive construct that enables reflection
on past, present, and future processes. With the advent of mass tourism made
possible by English steam engines, the Scottish myth takes on a distinctly
contemporary character.

That the painting addresses precisely these aspects was recognised by
contemporaries. In 1845, the artist and art mediator Charles Robert Leslie wrote to
the American buyer of the painting, John Lennox: “The principal object is a steam

3 Recent scholarship has recognised that artists were already addressing the negative
impact of humans on the environment in their works as early as the nineteenth century.
See, e.g., Melinda McCurdy and Karla Nielsen, eds., Storm Cloud: Picturing the Origins of
Our Climate Crisis (New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press in association
with The Huntington Library, Art Museum, and Botanical Gardens, San Marino,
California, 2024).

40 For this, see above Friedrich Schlegel’s ideas articulated in Rede iiber die Mythologie.
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boat. [...] Turner having made a most poetic picture of a steam boat.”*! In this,
Leslie interestingly relates to the simultaneously modern (steam boat) and
Romantic (poetic) character of the painting, implying that the two stylistic
phenomena which have long been regarded as antagonistic in art history and, to
some extent, still are today, belong together. Moreover, contemporaries criticised
the painting as being thematically just about smoke, which they regarded as a breach
of decorum.*

In his painting, Turner gave Romantic expression to the emerging trend of
mass tourism. At the same time, by depicting the smoke — a result of burning
ancient fossil fuels — that through the shading effect visually destroys the island of
Staffa, he used the painting to convey humanity’s intervention in natural
processes. The painting thus clearly diverges from the traditional modes of
representing the island: it neither idealises tourism, as Gore’s drawing does, nor
does it focus solely on the geological or mythological origins of the Ossianic island.
Instead, it presents a synthesis of all these discourses, thereby articulating most
convincingly the idea of a modern mythology and its present and future
consequences.

Conclusion

Around 1800, Ossian myth gave rise to a Nordic modernism that led many artists
to turn away from Homer, Italy, and the Alps. The “purely subjective” aesthetics
of Ossianic poetry, as identified by Herder, manifested themselves in painting, for
instance through sublime landscapes and atmospheres of mist and cloud, as
becomes evident in the works of Turner and Carus. Moreover, although rooted in
modern sensibilities, Hugh Blair, emphasised the supra-temporal qualities of
the Ossianic myth, thereby highlighting the universal aspirations of Nordic
mythology.*

The emergence of Ossianic mythology coincided with the establishment of
geology as a scientific discipline. Both phenomena are marked by an intertwined

4 Charles Robert Leslie to James Lenox, 18 August 1845, James Lenox papers. Manuscripts
and Archives Division. The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations,
box 2, folder 37 (inspection of the letter by the author on 1 April 2025).

4 Leslie, James Lenox papers. Leslie refers to a meeting with Mr Rogers in the exhibition
where Rogers said “smoke is not a thing to be depicted.”

4 Blair, A Critical Dissertation into the Poems of Ossian, 368: “It is a great advantage of
Ossian’s mythology, that it is not local and temporary, like that of most other ancient
poets.” Modern insofar as Blair contrasted the Ossianic myth constantly with Homer
and referred to contemporary concepts such as subjectivity and sublimity.
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particular relationship between past, present, and future, and both reflect a
confrontation with national culture and geography. In all these respects, both
display a pronounced international resonance, most paradigmatically seen in the
widespread enthusiasm for Staffa. The diverse international artistic practices of
Gore, Carus, and Turner reveal the depth of fascination with the myth and the
idea of world creation. The mythical site appears not only as a nostalgic tourist
destination — shaped by the tension between geotourism (Gore) and Romantic
projection as well as national identification (Carus) — but also as a space of
reflection on humanity’s destructive impact on nature (Turner).

Referring to Roland Barthes’s concept of modern myth, as a discursive mode
that produces meaning by organising and circulating cultural narratives,* the
Ossianic myth had the potential to present both facts and fictions as equally
stabilising and eternal truths. The landscape paintings discussed here reveal, in all
their diversity, how myth transforms history into nature. More specifically,
landscape painting becomes a site in which mythology and history intersect, as it
operates as a temporal medium bearing a mythically charged, long-vanished past.
This is evident in the works of Gore and Carus. In their Staffa paintings they
engage with Ossianic mythology, thereby intertwining history, landscape, and
nature. With Turner, the situation becomes more complex, as he visually
interrogates the myth’s stabilising function by exploring the entanglement of
myth, nature, and human intervention. In either case, myth and geology converge
precisely within that space of in-betweenness — between fact and fiction, science
and imagination, nature and culture. The international reach of the Ossian
phenomenon played a decisive role in shaping a multilayered Romanticism
grounded in transnational exchange.
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