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Abstract 

 

 
The Queenôs Colleges in Belfast, Cork and Galway were founded in 1845 as a 

solution to the education of Irelandôs growing middle class, and especially to 

redress the lack of university education acceptable to Catholics.  Chapter One 

introduces the colleges, as well as placing this dissertation in the context of the 

literature on history of science and especially history of science in Ireland.  

Chapter Two presents the Queenôs Colleges as part of a larger project to 

economically improve the country through practical education for the middle 

classes, especially in science.  It revisits the rejection of the Queenôs Colleges by 

the Catholic Church and analyses the lasting effects this had on the cultivation of 

science in Ireland.  Despite the controversy, the colleges opened in 1849 and the 

rest of the dissertation considers what the colleges were able to achieve in terms 

of science.  Chapter Three focuses on Cork, where the local scientific societies 

had been integral in the placing of a college in that town.  These societies now 

courted the professors as members, acting as a means of entrée into the social 

community and altering their activities as a result of the professorsô participation.   

 

The agriculture diploma offered in the colleges was expected to have the greatest 

practical impact on Ireland by encouraging the application of science to farming.  

Chapter Four examines the unexpected failure of this project due to competition 

with other similar community initiatives and an inability to balance both practical 

and scientific concerns.  Chapter Five discusses the college museums, which 

sought, through the collection of objects from across the British empire, to be 

national (not simply local) institutions for public education and the improvement 

of Ireland.  The final chapter turns to the scientific community itself in an 

account of the controversy over Eozoön Canadense, believed to be the oldest 

fossil organism.  Two Galway professors harnessed an invisible scientific 

community through letters and publication in an effort to resolve the controversy 

in their favour.  The Eozoön controversy demonstrates that peripheral locations 

should not be disregarded as centres of scientific activity and further shows the 

links between local communities of science and an international scientific 

community. 

 

This dissertation argues that the Queenôs Colleges were integral to the shaping of 

science in Ireland in the second half of the nineteenth century.  While provincial 

Ireland had a scientific culture of its own before the colleges arrived, the colleges 

brought government-appointed experts to local communities.  The college 

professors encouraged the growth of expert science in Corkôs scientific societies, 

presented British-style scientific collections to the Irish public, attempted to alter 

farming in Belfast to conform with scientific principles and brought an 

international scientific controversy to remotest Galway.  Existing communities of 

science, and those now created by the presence of the colleges had to negotiate 

new roles within the scientific culture of Ireland and Britain.   
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1 

Introduction  

Communities of science: the Queenôs Colleges and 

scientific culture in nineteenth-century provincial 

Ireland, 1845-1875 

 

The world will be a dull world some hundreds of years hence, 

when Fancy shall be dead, and ruthless Science (that has no more 

bowels than a steam-engine) has killed her. 

William Makepeace Thackeray, 18431 

 

 

Here in Ireland we want the rudiments of practical knowledge, 

and are not yet far enough advanced to gain anything from the 

amusement of superficial public essayists.  

 The Monthly Journal of Progress, 18542 

 

 

William Thackeray penned the words above while passing a rainy day in his 

Galway hotel by reading literature.  The fact that Thackeray found himself 

pondering the march of science in the remotest and least developed portion of 

Ireland speaks of the degree to which science had infiltrated popular 

consciousness in the nineteenth-century.  Even a town lacking a railway station 

or significant industrialisation could not prevent Thackeray from seeing the 

future as one in which science and empiricism would inevitably dominate at the 

expense of creativity.  Others, including many in Ireland, viewed a scientific 

future with hope, rather than dread.  Even in industrially-lagging Ireland, there 

were vocal supporters of óscience for improvementô who believed that scientific 

                                                 
1 W. M. Thackeray, The Irish sketch book (Belfast, 1985, [1843]). 
2 Anon., óOn country reading rooms and village librariesô, Monthly Journal of Progress, 1 (1854), 

pp. 65-70, p. 69. 
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education and the application of science to agriculture and industry were crucial 

to the modernisation and economic improvement of the country.  The Monthly 

Journal of Progress was one of many products of this movement during the 

nineteenth century.  There was a belief that science would transform society.  

Nevertheless, it is only recently that science has been seen as an important 

component of Irish intellectual history, worthy of study in its own right.3  This 

dissertation represents a contribution to a growing body of work that considers 

the role that science has had in Irish society.  However, this dissertation also 

takes a different approach than most of these studies, viewing Irelandôs scientific 

practitioners not simply as isolated individuals but as members of an intellectual 

community that spread throughout Ireland, into Britain and Europe.  The science 

professors at the Queenôs Colleges in Cork, Galway and Belfast were integral 

parts of a network of scientific men in Ireland and beyond.  Yet the professors 

also became part of local communities through their scientific interests, applying 

science to local problems or promoting science as a cultural commodity.  By 

examining the interaction between Irelandôs scientific culture and the Queenôs 

Colleges, I will present science as an integral component of nineteenth-century 

Irish political, religious, intellectual and social spheres.   

 

The nineteenth century saw some of the most significant political and cultural 

developments with lasting effects on modern Ireland.  The century began with 

the dissolution of the Irish Parliament by the formation of the legislative Union 

with Great Britain and ended with several attempts at passing a Home Rule bill.4  

In the interim, Ireland experienced a massive demographic and economic change 

                                                 
3 Works on specific topics will be discussed below.  For general works covering science in 

Ireland over relatively long periods see D. Attis (ed.), Science and Irish culture: volume 1, 2004 

(Dublin, 2004); P. J. Bowler and N. Whyte (eds), Science and society in Ireland: the social 

context of science and technology in Ireland, 1800-1950 (Belfast, 1997); J. W. Foster (ed.), 

Nature in Ireland (Dublin, 1997); N. McMillan (ed.), Prometheusôs fire: a history of scientific 

and technological education in Ireland (Kilkenny, 2000); J. R. Nudds, N. McMillan and S. 

McKenna-Lawlor (eds), Science in Ireland, 1800-1930: tradition and reform (Dublin, 1988). N. 

Whyte, Science, colonialism and Ireland (Cork, 1998). 
4 MacDonagh declares the Union to be the most important event in shaping Irish history up to the 

modern period.  O. MacDonagh, Ireland: the Union and its aftermath (Dublin, 2003).  For 

general works on nineteenth-century Ireland see W. E. Vaughan (ed.), A new history of Ireland, 

5: Ireland under the Union I, 1801-1870 (10 vols., Oxford, 1989), vol. 5; D. G. Boyce, 

Nineteenth-century Ireland: the search for stability (Dublin, 2005); R. F. Foster, Modern Ireland, 

1600-1972 (London, 1989). 
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as a result of the Great Famine.5  While these dramatic events give an indication 

as to why the study of science in nineteenth-century Ireland has formed a small 

part of Irish history, they also suggest that the role of science in such a time and 

place should be of interest.  Historians, as well as sociologists of science, have 

increasingly examined science as both affected by and affecting political, social 

and cultural developments in human society.6  Therefore nineteenth-century Irish 

science promises to be a rich field for exploring the role of science in society. 

 

Much work on Irish science has been biographical and has not substantially 

examined the role of science in Irish history or related Irish science to the history 

of science in more researched nations such as Britain.7  The 1980s and 1990s saw 

an increasing interest in Irish science, reflected in an output of publications, 

amongst a mixed group of individuals representing Irish studies, history of 

science and scientific disciplines.8  Despite their different disciplinary 

perspectives, many of these authors shared a fascination with the reasons for the 

neglect of science in Irish history and sought to address the perception of science 

                                                 
5 The Famine literature is vast.  See for example D. A. Kerr, A nation of beggars?: priests, people 

and politics in famine Ireland, 1846-1852 (Oxford, 1994); C. Kinealy, This great calamity: the 

Irish Famine 1845-52 (Dublin, 1994); J. Mokyr, Why Ireland starved: a quantitative and 

analytical history of the Irish economy, 1800-1850 (London, 1983); M. Turner, After the famine: 

Irish agriculture, 1850-1914 (Cambridge, 1996); C. Woodham-Smith, The great hunger: Ireland 

1845-1849 (London, 1980). 
6 On science and politics see for example A. Desmond, óArtisan resistance and evolution in 

Britain, 1819-1848ô, Osiris, 3 (1987), pp. 77-110; J. Livesey, óThe Dublin Society in eighteenth-

century Irish political thoughtô, Historical Journal, 47 (2004), pp. 615-640; A. W. Daum, 

óScience, politics, and religion: Humboldtian thinking and the transformations of civil society in 

Germany, 1830-1870ô, Osiris, 17 (2002), pp. 107-140; P. Elliott, óThe origins of the ñcreative 

classò: provincial urban society, scientific culture and socio-political marginality in Britain in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuriesô, Social History, 28 (2003), pp. 361-387. 
7 S. McKenna-Lawlor (ed.), Whatever shines should be observed: quicquid nitet notandum 

(Dublin, 1998); C. Mollan, W. Davis and B. Finucane (eds), Irish innovators in science and 

technology (Dublin, 2002); C. Mollan, W. Davis and B. Finucane (eds), Some people and places 

in Irish science and technology (Dublin, 1985); C. Mollan, W. Davis and B. Finucane (eds), 

More people and places in Irish science and technology (Dublin, 1990); W. G. S. Scaife, From 

galaxies to turbines: science, technology and the Parsons family (Bristol, 2000).  Interestingly 

there are few book-length studies of individual Irish scientists, with the exception of Robert 

Boyle and John Tyndall.  See R.-M. Sargent, The diffident naturalist: Robert Boyle and the 

philosophy of experiment (Chicago, 1995); W. H. Brock, N. D. McMillan and C. D. Mollan (eds), 

John Tyndall, essays on a natural philosopher (Dublin, 1981). 
8 In the 1980s see R. Jarrell, óThe Department of Science and Art and control of Irish science, 

1853-1905ô, Irish Historical Studies, xxiii (1983), pp. 330-347; R. Johnston, óScience and 

technology in Irish national cultureô, The Crane Bag, 7 (1983), pp. 58-65; D. Outram, óNegating 

the natural: or why historians deny Irish scienceô, Irish Review, 1 (1986), pp. 45-9.  In the 1990s 

see for example Bowler and Whyte (eds), Science and society in Ireland; Foster (ed.), Nature in 

Ireland; R. Johnston , óScience in a post-colonial cultureô, Irish Review, 3 (1990), pp. 70-6; G. 

Jones, óCatholicism, nationalism and scienceô, Irish Review, 20 (1997), pp. 47-61; S. Lysaght, 

óThemes in the Irish history of scienceô, Irish Review, 19 (1996), pp. 87-97. 
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in Ireland as a Protestant and Anglophile activity, rather than a ónativeô Catholic 

one.9  James Bennett has recently claimed that this inter-disciplinarity in the 

study of science in Ireland is a strength which ought to be retained.10  By drawing 

upon both Irish history and the history of science in this dissertation, I hope to 

examine science from multiple perspectives.  When appropriate, I shall also 

make comparisons to British and European scientific and cultural developments.  

 

The growing literature on nineteenth-century Irish science has engaged more 

fully with the larger political and social context.11  The work which has most 

successfully integrated science into the historical context has been that on 

government institutions such as the Department of Science and Art, the 

Geological Survey, the Museum of Irish Industry and its successor, the Royal 

                                                 
9 J. Bennett, óScience and social policy in Ireland in the mid-nineteenth centuryô in P. J. Bowler 

and N. Whyte (eds), Science and society in Ireland: the social context of science and technology 

in Ireland 1800-1950 (Belfast, 1997), pp. 37-47; Jones, óCatholicism, nationalism and scienceô; J. 

W. Foster, óNatural history, science and Irish cultureô, Irish Review, 9 (1990), pp. 61-69; J. W. 

Foster, óNature and nation in the nineteenth centuryô in J. W. Foster (ed.), Nature in Ireland 

(Dublin, 1997), pp. 409-439; D. Outram, óNegating the natural: or why historian deny Irish 

scienceô, Irish Review, 1 (1986), pp. 45-9. 
10 J. Bennett, óWhy the history of science matters in Irelandô in D. Attis and C. Mollan (eds), 

Science and Irish culture: volume 1, 2004 (Dublin, 2005), pp. 1-14. 
11 J. Adelman, óEvolution on display: promoting Irish natural history and Darwinism at the 

Dublin Natural History Museumô, British Journal for the History of Science, 38 (2005), pp. 411-

436; R. Bayles, óUnderstanding local science: the Belfast Natural History Society in the mid-

nineteenth centuryô in D. Attis and C. D. Mollan (eds), Science and Irish culture: volume 1, 2004 

(Dublin, 2004), pp. 139-169; R. Bayles, óScience in its local context: the Belfast Natural History 

and Philosophical Society in the mid-nineteenth centuryô (PhD, Queenôs University of Belfast, 

2005); Bennett, óScience and social policy in Irelandô; K. Bright, The Royal Dublin Society, 

1815-1845 (Dublin, 2004); T. Collins, óPraeger in the west: naturalists and antiquarians in 

Connemara and the islands, 1894-1914ô, Journal of the Galway Archaeological and Historical 

Society, 45 (1993), pp. 124-154; T. Collins, Transatlantic triumph and heroic failure: the story of 

the Galway Line (Cork, 2002); T. Duddy, A history of Irish thought (London, 2002); Foster, 

óNature and Nationô ; Jarrell, óThe Department of Science and Artô; G. Jones, óContested 

territories: Alfred Cort Haddon, progressive evolutionism and Irelandô, History of European 

Ideas, 24 (1998), pp. 195-211; G. Jones, óScientists against home ruleô in D. G. Boyce and A. 

OôDay (eds), Defenders of the Union: a survey of British and Irish unionism since 1801 (London, 

2001), pp. 188-208; G. Jones, óDarwinism in Irelandô in D. Attis and C. Mollan (eds), Science 

and Irish culture: volume 1, 2004 (2004), vol. 1, pp. 115-138; B. B. Kelham, óThe Royal College 

of Science for Ireland (1867-1926)ô, Studies, 56 (1967), pp. 297-309; B. B. Kelham, óScience 

education in Scotland and Ireland, 1750 to 1900ô (PhD, Victoria University of Manchester, 

1968); E. Leaney, óMissionaries of science: provincial lectures in nineteenth-century Irelandô, 

Irish Historical Studies, 34 (2005), pp. 266-288; E. Leaney, óñThe property of allò: public access 

to scientific education in nineteenth-century Irelandô (PhD, University of Oxford, 2002); E. 

Leaney, óScience and conflict in nineteenth-century Irelandô in N. Garnham and K. Jeffery (eds), 

Culture, place and identity (Dublin, 2005), pp. 66-77; D. Livingstone, óDarwin in Belfast: the 

evolution debateô in J. W. Foster (ed.), Nature in Ireland (Dublin, 1997), pp. 387-408; Lysaght, 

óThemesô; S. Lysaght, Robert Lloyd Praeger: the life of a naturalist (Dublin, 1998); Whyte, 

Science, colonialism and Ireland ; S. Yearley, óColonial science and dependent development: the 

case of the Irish experienceô, Sociological Review, 37 (1989), pp. 308-331. 
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College of Science.12  Institutional histories are currently less dominant in the 

history of nineteenth-century British science, which has recently developed a 

wide literature on informal groups of scientific practitioners and popular 

manifestations of science.13  Several authors have suggested that Irish science 

was more óinstitutionalisedô than British science: and certainly even many of 

Irelandôs scientific societies received government funds and thus could be 

considered in some way government institutions.14  Irish scientific societies and 

other informal scientific activities have only recently begun to attract the 

attention of historians.15  This dissertation attempts to integrate institutional with 

more popular manifestations of science by examining the Queenôs Colleges in 

the context of Irelandôs existing scientific culture.  This is not an institutional 

history of science in the Queenôs Colleges, but an effort to show the manner in 

which institutional scientific culture interacted and overlapped with popular 

scientific culture and local culture. 

 

                                                 
12 Jarrell, óThe Department of Science and Artô; Yearley, óColonial scienceô; Kelham, óThe Royal 

College of Scienceô; Whyte, Science, colonialism and Ireland; G. L. Herries Davies, North from 

the Hook: 150 years of the Geological Survey of Ireland (Dublin, 1995); C. Cullen, óWomen, the 

Museum of Irish Industry, and the pursuit of scientific learning in nineteenth-century Dublinô in, 

History Mattters II (Dublin, forthcoming); Leaney, óñThe property of allòô, pp. 86-120. 
13 See for example S. J. M. M. Alberti, óNatural history and the philosophical societies of late 

Victorian Yorkshireô, Archives of Natural History, 30 (2003), pp. 342-358; D. E. Allen, The 

naturalist in Britain: a social history (Princeton, New Jersey, 1994); L. D. Bregman, óñSnug little 

coteriesò: a history of scientific societies in early nineteenth-century Cape Town 1824-1835ô 

(PhD, University College London, 2005); A. Desmond, óRedefining the X axis: ñprofessionalsò, 

ñamateursò and the making of mid-Victorian biologyô, Journal of the History of Biology, 34 

(2001), pp. 3-50; L. Miskell, óThe making of a new ñWelsh metropolisò: science, leisure and 

industry in early nineteenth-century Swanseaô, History, 88 (2003), pp. 32-52; J. Morrell and A. 

Thackray, Gentlemen of science: early years of the British Association for the Advancement of 

Science (Oxford, 1981); J. B. Morrell, óBourgeois scientific societies and industrial innovation in 

Britain 1780-1850ô, The Journal of European Economic History, 24 (1995), pp. 311-332; A. 

Secord, óScience in the pub: artisan botanists in early nineteenth-century Lancashireô, History of 

Science, 32 (1994), pp. 269-315; S. Shapin, óThe Pottery Philosophical Society, 1819-1835: an 

examination of the cultural uses of provincial scienceô, Science Studies, 2 (1972), pp. 311-36; A. 

Thackray, óNatural knowledge in cultural context: the Manchester modelô, American Historical 

Review, (1974), pp. 672-709; C. W. J. Withers and D. A. Finnegan, óNatural history societies, 

fieldwork and local knowledge in nineteenth-century Scotland: towards a historical geography of 

civic scienceô, Cultural Geographies, 10 (2003), pp. 334-353. 
14 T. Eagleton, Scholars and rebels in nineteenth-century Ireland (Oxford, 1999), Ch. 3; Bennett, 

óScience and social policy in Irelandô; Yearley, óColonial scienceô; Jarrell, óThe Department of 

Science and Artô.  
15 E. Neswald, óScience and sociability in nineteenth-century provincial Ireland: the Galway 

Mechanicsô Instituteô, British Journal for the History of Science, (expected December 2006); 

Bayles, óScience in its local contextô; Bayles, óUnderstanding local scienceô; M. E. Daly, The 

spirit of earnest inquiry: the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of Ireland, 1847-1997 (Dublin, 

1997); Bright, The Royal Dublin Society, 1815-1845 ; J. E. Rockley, óTowards an understanding 

of the development of antiquarian and archaeological thought and practice in Cork up to 1870ô 

(PhD, University College Cork, 2000); Livesey, óThe Dublin Societyô . 
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The Queenôs Colleges 

The Colleges (Ireland) Act, introduced by Sir Robert Peelôs administration, 

established the Queenôs Colleges in 1845.  The colleges, along with many of 

Peelôs other Irish reforms, caused controversy in Britain and Ireland.  Historians 

have included the colleges in a list of Parliamentary efforts intended to solve the 

problem of Ireland: the industrially lagging, impoverished, rebellious partner in 

the Union.16   The colleges were founded specifically to assuage the grievances 

of a rising Catholic middle class that had no access to higher education 

acceptable to their religion within Ireland.  Instead, the colleges became the 

centre of divisive religious and political controversy, and one of several causes of 

the split between followers of the leading Catholic politician Daniel OôConnell 

and the Young Ireland movement.17  The colleges were a significant educational 

development as they were the first example of non-sectarian higher education in 

Ireland, along the lines of University College London.  Although Catholics and 

Presbyterians were given the opportunity to endow chairs of divinity privately, 

this was only taken up for a short period by Presbyterians in Belfast.18  As will be 

discussed in the next chapter, some politicians saw this secular context as 

necessary and useful for Ireland, as well as being particularly appropriate for the 

teaching of scientific subjects.  The majority of the Irish Catholic hierarchy, by 

contrast, mistrusted Peelôs intentions and feared the colleges would be used as a 

vehicle for proselytising or fostering infidelity.  Peelôs assumption that the 

Catholic hierarchy would accept the colleges once they were established proved 

overly optimistic.19  Partly because Catholic students were discouraged from 

attending, and partly because of an inadequate secondary education system, 

enrolment was disappointing throughout the nineteenth century.  The colleges, 

                                                 
16 D. A. Kerr, Peel, priests and politics: Sir Robert Peelôs administration and the Roman Catholic 

Church in Ireland, 1841-1846 (Oxford, 1982), Ch. 7; T. W. Moody, óThe Irish university 

question of the nineteenth centuryô, History, 43 (1958), pp. 90-109; T. W. Moody and J. C. 

Beckett, Queenôs, Belfast, 1845-1949: the history of a university (2 vols., London, 1959) vol. 1, 

pp. 1-39; Gearoid OôTuathaigh, óThe establishment of the Queenôs Colleges: ideological and 

political backgroundô, in T. Foley (ed.), From Queenôs College to National University: essays on 

the academic history of QCG/UCG/NUI, Galway (Dublin, 1999) pp. 1-15; J. A. Murphy, The 

college: a history of Queenôs/University College Cork, 1845-1995 (Cork, 1995), Ch. 1. 
17 G. Grogan, óThe colleges bill 1845-49ô in M. R. OôConnell (ed.), OôConnell: education, 

church and state (Dublin, 1992), pp. 19-34; Kerr, Peel, priests and politics, Ch. 7. 
18 Moody and Beckett, Queenôs Belfast. 
19 On the Catholic Church and the colleges see Kerr, Peel, priests and politics , Ch. 7; C. Barr, 

Paul Cullen, John Henry Newman, and the Catholic University of Ireland, 1845-1865, 

(Leominster, 2003) Ch. 2; A. Macaulay, William Crolly, Archbishop of Armagh, 1835-49 

(Dublin, 1994), pp. 348-436. 
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even in their own time, became symbolic of the pitfalls of British solutions to 

Irish problems.  Despite these obstacles, the contribution of the Queenôs College 

professors to the communities of science in Ireland was significant, as this 

dissertation will demonstrate.    

 

Debates about higher education, such as those surrounding the Queenôs Colleges, 

raised questions about the importance of various intellectual disciplines to 

Irelandôs future.  Science was one discipline whose merits for Ireland were urged 

repeatedly over the course of the century and various programmes of science 

education were attempted with mixed success.  The Queenôs Colleges were part 

of a programme for the scientific improvement of Ireland, yet most of the studies 

to date have focussed on their role in contemporary political debates.20  The 

Queenôs Colleges were significant not just for offering an educational panacea to 

the middle classes, but also for emphasising science as a component of the cure.  

In nineteenth-century Ireland, exactly what could be achieved by scientific 

education depended on who was asked: ardent Unionists hoped the Irish would 

grow peaceful with the prosperity that it must surely deliver;  Nationalists 

anticipated that education would increase both desire for independence and the 

ability to achieve it. 

 

The two most comprehensive studies of science in the Queenôs Colleges to date 

have been dismissive of their impact.  Pointing to the low uptake of science 

courses, Enda Leaney and Brian Kelham claim that the colleges failed to achieve 

their goal of science education.21  Kelham, for example, blames the higher 

numbers of scientists in Scotland than Ireland in the years 1750 to 1900 on an 

óenvironment which was unfavourable to intellectual pursuitsô and Irish 

education provisions (including the Queenôs Colleges) which were often 

motivated by religious, political or economic goals.22  In a period when there 

were virtually no professional scientists, evaluating the contribution of the 

colleges by counting the number of scientists produced is too limited.  Lack of 

                                                 
20 The following PhD theses each briefly deal with science in the Queenôs Colleges: Leaney, 

óñThe property of allòô pp. 125-75; Kelham, óScience education in Scotland and Irelandô pp. 7.60-

7.76. 
21 Leaney, óñThe property of allòô, pp. 125-75; Kelham, óScience education in Scotland and 

Irelandô, pp. 7.60-7.76. 
22 Kelham, óScience education in Scotland and Irelandô, p. 8.26. 
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professional positions for men of science can also explain the low uptake of 

science courses.  In fact, an examination of the Queenôs Colleges in the context 

of the towns in which they were placed reveals substantial scientific activity in 

nineteenth-century provincial Ireland.  While this did not often produce famous 

men of science, it no doubt contributed to a scientific culture locally and 

nationally; a culture of which the Queenôs Colleges were a part.   

 

By examining science in provincial Ireland this dissertation will also help to 

redress a bias towards the study of Dublin-based institutions and individuals in 

the history of Irish science.23  Some of this bias may be explained by the fact that 

provincials often migrated to the metropolis in search of opportunities, swelling 

Dublinôs intellectual ranks.  The programme of provincial scientific lectures 

sponsored by the Department of Science and Art has been well-described by 

Leaney and Frank DôArcy, but its administrative base was in Dublin and its 

contemporary proponents assumed the absence of significant scientific expertise 

in the Irish provinces.24  The Queenôs College professors quickly became listed 

lecturers, although they often found themselves speaking to the members of a 

society to which they already belonged.  Outside of Dublin, Belfast has attracted 

the most attention for its acknowledged scientific culture and a recent thesis on 

the subject contributes greatly to our understanding of science in nineteenth-

century provincial Ireland.25  Cork, too, has received some notice, albeit not for 

many years.26  Two recent histories of Galway have touched on the townôs 

scientific societies.27  In addition, institutional histories of the Queenôs Colleges 

                                                 
23 See note 12 for a list of works on Dublin-based institutions.  Some exceptions include M. 

Mulvihill, Ingenious Ireland: a county-by-county exploration of the mysteries and marvels of the 

ingenious Irish (London, 2003); Foster (ed.), Nature in Ireland.  
24 F. DôArcy, Mandarins and mechanics: the Irish provincial science lecture system 1836-1866 

(University of Ulster, 1989), 1-24; Leaney, óMissionaries of scienceô. 
25 Bayles, óUnderstanding local scienceô; Bayles, óScience in its local contextô; Livingstone, 

óDarwin in Belfastô; J. W. Foster, Recoveries: neglected episodes in Irish cultural history 

(Dublin, 2002). 
26 D. Gwynn, óCork Cuvierian Society, 1849-1851ô, Cork University Record, 23 (1951), pp. 27-

34; M. MacSweeney and J. Reilly, óThe Royal Cork Institution, part I: 1803-1826ô, Journal of the 

Cork Historical and Archaeological Society, 62 (1957), pp. 22-36; M. MacSweeney and J. Reilly, 

óThe Royal Cork Institution, part II: 1826-1849ô, Journal of the Cork Historical and 

Archaeological Society, 62 (1957), pp. 77-94; S. F. Pettit, óThe Royal Cork Institution: a 

reflection of the cultural life of a cityô, Journal of the Cork Historical and Archaeological 

Society, 81 (1976), pp. 70-90. 
27 J. Cunningham, óA town tormented by the seaô: Galway, 1790-1914 (Dublin, 2004), pp. 347-

52; K. Woodman, Tribes to tigers:  a history of the Galway Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
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have provided biographical material on their scientific professors.28  Yet none of 

these studies have given a broader a picture of the scientific community or of the 

community use of science in nineteenth-century Ireland, especially outside of 

Dublin.  The Queenôs Colleges are significant for the simple fact that they sent 

scientific experts to live in the provinces and become a part of local communities 

(scientific and social), not just to give a brief course of lectures and return to the 

safety of the pale.  Some of these professors were Irish, members of existing 

scientific circles, but many were English or Scottish and entering the unfamiliar. 

 

Communities of science 

By examining science in provincial Ireland through the lens of the Queenôs 

Colleges, it is possible to gain an understanding of the countryôs communities of 

science in the nineteenth century.  This is not limited to communities of scientific 

practitioners, but also includes the communities in which science was used for 

cultural or social ends and the imagined communities that some hoped would be 

created in the future by the scientific improvement of Ireland.  The colleges are 

shown to have contributed to and altered the landscape of science in Ireland 

during their first thirty years through the actions of individual professors as well 

as through their collective impact.   

 

By not limiting itself to the stories of well-known scientific figures, this 

dissertation supports the study of science in society.29  Despite the fact that few 

of the figures discussed in this dissertation will be familiar to historians, or even 

to historians of science, there is much to be gained in recovering their stories.  In 

fact, historians of science have increasingly eschewed the examination of only 

                                                                                                                                    
(Galway, 2000).  (Despite the title this book is a history of the Royal Galway Institution and its 

subsequent incarnations.) 
28 See for example T. Collins, óMelville, Hart and Anderson: early teachers of natural history, 

1849-1914ô in T. Foley (ed.), From Queenôs College to National University: essays on the 

academic history of QCG/UCG/NUI Galway (Dublin, 1999), pp. 266-302. 
29 See for example Allen, The naturalist in Britain; S. Cannon, Science in culture: the early 

Victorian period (New York, 1978); J. Golinski, Science as public culture: chemistry and 

enlightenment in Britain, 1760-1820 (Cambridge, 1992); B. Lightman (ed.), Victorian science in 

context (London, 1997); J. A. Secord, Victorian sensation: the extraordinary publication, 

reception, and secret authorship of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chicago and 

London, 2000); R. M. Young, Darwinôs metaphor: natureôs place in Victorian culture 

(Cambridge, 1985). 
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those figures whose careers have appeared most successful in hindsight as 

óWhigô history.  Instead, they have looked to popular manifestations of science 

for a more nuanced picture of the way in which science has been a part of public 

culture not simply an activity apart.  Classic studies such as Steven Shapinôs of 

the Pottery Philosophical Society and Arnold Thackrayôs of science in 

Manchester have opened new avenues of historical research by demonstrating the 

use of science for social and cultural ends.30  There has been a recent flowering 

of interest in provincial British scientific societies, especially among historians of 

the nineteenth century.31  There has also been much interest in popular print 

forms of science.32  Yet neither Irelandôs scientific societies nor its numerous 

scientific publications have attracted the comparable attention of scholars in the 

past ten years.33  This dissertation examines popular and informal communities 

of science such as voluntary societies and considers perspectives on science from 

religious and political groups as well as from practitioners of science.  Scientific 

communities demonstrate many of the same dynamics as other human spheres, 

despite the protestations of scientists to be free from political or cultural 

influence.  Likewise, other types of communities have found a variety of uses for 

                                                 
30 Thackray, óNatural knowledgeô; Shapin, óThe Pottery Philosophical Societyô.  
31 In addition to those already mentioned see S. J. M. M. Alberti, óAmateurs and professionals in 

one county: biology and natural history in late Victorian Yorkshireô, Journal of the History of 

Biology, 34 (2001), pp. 115-147; R. J. Morris, óVoluntary societies and British urban elites, 1780-

1850: an analysisô, Historical Journal, 26 (1983), pp. 95-118. 
32 R. Barton, óJust before Nature: the purposes of science and the purposes of popularization in 

some English popular science journals of the 1860sô, Annals of Science, 55 (1998), pp. 1-33; W. 

H. Brock and A. J. Meadows, The lamp of learning: two centuries of publishing at Taylor & 

Francis (London, 1998); G. Cantor and S. Shuttleworth (eds), Science serialized: representations 

of the sciences in nineteenth-century periodicals (London and Cambridge, MA, 2004); G. Cantor, 
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biography of Sir Norman Lockyer (London, 1972); A. J. Meadows, óSpringer-Verlag, history of a 

scientific publishing house; part 1, 1842-1945, foundation, maturity, adversityô, Journal of the 

Society of Archivists, 19 (1998), pp. 253-254; Secord, Victorian sensation ; S. Sheets-Pyenson, 

óA measure of success: the publication of natural history journals in early Victorian Britainô, 

Publishing History, 9 (1981), pp. 21-36; S. Sheets-Pyenson, óPopular science periodicals in Paris 

and London: the emergence of a low scientific culture, 1820-1875ô, Annals of Science, 42 (1985), 

pp. 549-572; E. C. Spary, óThe world in a box: history of a picture encyclopedia from the 

eighteenth centuryô, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 30A (1999), pp. 355-362; J. R. 

Topham, óScientific publishing and the reading of science in nineteenth-century Britain: a 

historiographical survey and guide to sourcesô, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 31A 

(2000), pp. 559-612. 
33 For exceptions see Bayles, óScience in its local contextô; Livesey, óThe Dublin Societyô; 

Rockley, óTowards an understandingô. 
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science to meet cultural, social or even political ends.  Viewing science in the 

context of communities links this thesis to a focus on the local that has 

characterised a group of work in both Irish history and the history of science.34  

However, I think it is important that local perspectives are not examined at the 

expense of national or international ones. 

 

Historians no longer consider scientific activity to occur in a vacuum which 

excludes social, political and cultural influences, nor do the stories of many 

scientific ódiscoveriesô adhere to the old view of the lone scientist generating 

knowledge about nature in the absence of interference from the outside world.  

Historians have also moved beyond the idea that only science which achieves 

international recognition or which turns out to be órightô is worthy of historical 

attention.  It is with this in mind that this thesis has been titled óCommunities of 

scienceô.  The intellectual discipline of science in the nineteenth century had 

within itself many communities, some overlapping, ranging from groups of 

casual devotees to scientific professors and serious researchers.  Each of these 

groups has had different uses for science.  Each community of science 

contributed to collective understandings of what science was and what it could 

achieve.  Thus each of the chapters in this thesis explores different aims and uses 

of science within different types of communities and contexts.   

 

Chapter Two situates the colleges, and their scientific content, in familiar debates 

surrounding the role of religion in education and the controversy surrounding 

their establishment.  The colleges are seen to have been crucial in sparking and 

shaping debates about the relative influences that science and religion should 

                                                 
34  In history of science see for example Alberti, óAmateurs and professionals in one county: 

biology and natural history in late Victorian Yorkshireô; C. W. J. Withers and D. A. Finnegan, 

óNatural history societies, fieldwork and local knowledge in nineteenth-century Scotland: towards 

a historical geography of civic scienceô, Cultural Geographies, 10 (2003), pp. 334-353; D. A. 

Finnegan, óNatural history societies in late-Victorian Scotland and the pursuit of local civic 

scienceô, British Journal for the History of Science, 38 (2005), pp. 53-72; R. H. Kargon, Science 

in Victorian Manchester: enterprise and expertise (Manchester, 1977); C. E. Makepeace, Science 

and technology in Manchester: two hundred years of the Lit. and Phil. (Manchester, 1984); 

Miskell, óThe making of a new ñWelsh Metropolisòó; J. B. Morrell, óWissenschaft in 

Worstedopolis: public science in Bradford, 1800-1850ô, British Journal for the History of 

Science, 18 (1985), pp. 1-23; Neswald, óScience and sociabilityô.  In Irish history see; A. 

Bielenberg, Corkôs industrial revolution, 1780-1880 (Cork, 1991); Cunningham, óA town 

tormented by the seaô ; R. Gillespie and M. Hill (eds), Doing Irish local history: pursuit and 

practice (Belfast, 1998); L. Kennedy and P. Ollerenshaw (eds), An economic history of Ulster, 

1820-1939 (Manchester, 1985); D. Roche, Local government in Ireland (Dublin, 1982). 
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have in Irish life.  I argue that the Queenôs Colleges were specifically intended to 

provide scientific education for the middle classes as part of a larger project to 

economically improve the country through science.  The rejection of the Queenôs 

Colleges by the Catholic Church, therefore, had lasting effects on the cultivation 

of science in Ireland, and especially within the Catholic community. 

 

Despite the controversy surrounding the colleges, professors arrived in Cork, 

Belfast and Galway in 1849.  Chapter Three discusses, through the example of 

Cork, what kind of a community awaited them.  Corkôs scientific societies had 

been integral in the placing of a college in that town, and their roles were 

changed by the presence of the professors.  Some societies were temporarily 

strengthened by the new members, and the nature of their activities changed.  

The professors participated in local science popularisation efforts and their 

presence altered the way in which science was presented and by whom.  Their 

support for the Cuvierian Society, which prioritised the generation of scientific 

knowledge, led to a temporary fading of the Scientific and Literary Society and 

its model of scientific socialising.  

 

Aside from participating in scientific societies, the Queenôs College professors 

were also expected to teach.  Chapter Four deals with just how science was 

taught in these new colleges, and how this education compared with alternatives 

available.  Examining the agriculture diploma in Belfast, this chapter shows how 

the colleges struggled to fulfil expectations of creating an improving class for 

Ireland.  Despite the considerable rhetoric devoted to the potential for scientific 

advancement, there was disagreement in how education could be harnessed to 

this aim.  The agriculture diploma was forced to compete with other private and 

governmental initiatives for agricultural education and was eventually sacrificed 

to conflicting demands for practical instruction and theoretical knowledge. 

 

Another manner in which the science professors educated both students and the 

inquiring public was through museums, examined in Chapter Five.  The collegesô 

museums were assembled as general collections of objects from across the 

British Empire and as such presented an image of the museums, and the colleges, 

as national rather than local institutions.  The manner in which the professors 
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added to their collections reveals links between members of Irish and British 

scientific communities and demonstrates differences between the scientific 

infrastructure of the three college towns.  Chapter Five demonstrates how the 

museums, much like the colleges themselves, acted as resources for improving 

the community and also demonstrated to visitors that intellectual culture had 

arrived in provincial Ireland. 

 

The final chapter of this dissertation turns to the scientific community itself in an 

account of the controversy over Eozoön Canadense, believed to be the oldest 

fossil organism.  Two Galway professors harnessed an invisible scientific 

community through letters and publication in an effort to resolve the controversy 

in their favour.  Their location was important to the manner in which they 

participated in the controversy, necessitating a reliance on communication 

through periodicals and a correspondence.  Despite these disadvantages, they 

successfully stamped their voice on the controversy.  The Eozoön controversy 

demonstrates that peripheral locations should not be discarded as centres of 

scientific activity. 

 

Throughout this dissertation I will show that provincial Ireland had a diverse 

scientific culture.  Science was an intellectual sphere and a cultural activity as 

well as a set of practices for studying the natural world.  The activities of 

voluntary societies and agricultural improvers, the displays of museums and the 

views of religious and political communities are just as vital to our understanding 

of the role of science in nineteenth-century Ireland as the activities of recognised 

men of science.  By drawing from these different perspectives on science and 

examining different communities of science, this dissertation will present science 

as an integral part of life in nineteenth-century provincial Ireland. 
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2 

Science in a divided community: politics, religion and 

controversy in the founding of the Queenôs Colleges 

 

For, as there is nothing in scientific studies that does not 

elevate and improve the mind, and as science, when sanctioned 

by religion, is ever a handmaid for all things good, the nature of 

our objects cannot but receive the sympathy of every one who 

loves to see the removal of obstructions which impede the 

pursuit of knowledge.   

Henry Hennessy, 185935 

 

éscience is by no means essential to manôs welfareé 

Cardinal Nicholas Wiseman, 185836 

Introduction 

 

The contrasting opinions of the Catholic man of science Henry Hennessy and 

Cardinal Nicholas Wiseman given above indicate that men were not of one mind 

when it came to the importance of science or its relationship with religion.  

Previous studies have identified the Queenôs Colleges as institutions envisioned 

to deliver science education and have rightly pointed to their failure to produce 

significant numbers of scientific men for Ireland.37  This chapter will go beyond 

these studies by explaining how science and secular education for the middle 

classes came to be combined in the Queenôs Colleges and what effects the failure 

                                                 
35 H. Hennessy, A discourse on the study of science in its relations to individuals and to society 

(Dublin, 1859), p. 52. 
36 N. Wiseman, The sermons, lectures, and speeches delivered by His Eminence Cardinal 

Wiseman, Archbishop of Westminster, during his tour in Ireland in August and September 1858 

(Dublin, 1859) p. 247. 
37 E. Leaney, óñThe property of allò: public access to scientific education in nineteenth-century 

Irelandô (PhD, University of Oxford, 2002), pp. 197-221; B. B. Kelham, óScience education in 

Scotland and Ireland, 1750 to 1900ô (PhD, Victoria University of Manchester, 1968), pp. 7.60-

7.76. 
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of this system to gain support from the Catholic hierarchy had on science in 

Ireland.   

 

I will argue that a concept of óscience for improvementô was popular among 

liberal politicians in nineteenth-century Ireland, individuals who were also in 

favour of religiously mixed education as a means of dissolving sectarian strife.38  

The government viewed the combination of science and secular education in the 

Queenôs Colleges as an expedient way to better the country.  The Catholic 

Church, by contrast, viewed this as an efficient system for eradicating its 

influence over the Irish middle classes.  The government chose not to fill the 

colleges with local men or to prioritise the representation of Catholics in an effort 

to create what it believed would be neutral, national institutions.  The resulting 

dominance of Protestants among the appointees did not appear neutral to even 

the most liberal Catholics and seemed to justify the hierarchyôs worst fears.  The 

Catholic hierarchy was primarily opposed to the colleges on the basis that they 

were secular and would have a mixed student body of Catholics and Protestants.  

However, its efforts to restrain their influence also demonstrate a suspicion of 

secular science which foreshadows future debates, such as that over evolution.  

The results of the Catholic Churchôs ambivalent attitude towards the importance 

of science is reflected in the personally expedient career choices made by some 

of Irelandôs most promising Catholic men of science.   While Robert Kane 

maintained his support for mixed education, William Sullivan and Henry 

Hennessy drifted between secular and Catholic institutions.  The rejection of the 

Queenôs Colleges by the Catholic hierarchy, combined with the governmentôs 

hiring strategies, can be said to have prevented the colleges from forming a 

politically and religiously neutral scientific culture for Ireland.   

 

Although science and religion were considered overlapping spheres of 

knowledge during much of the past, the nineteenth century saw numerous 

challenges to this generally harmonious relationship.39  In the late nineteenth 

                                                 
38 Education of different religious sects together was referred to by a number of terms in the 

nineteenth century, including ómixedô and óunitedô, the latter being a term preferred by those Irish 

politicians in favour of the idea. 
39 Two good introductions to the science and religion literature are J. H. Brooke, Science and 

religion: some historical perspectives (Cambridge, 1991) and D. C. Lindberg and R. L. Numbers, 
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century, for example, certain men of science wished to limit the influence of 

religion on scientific investigation, especially when science proposed 

explanations for natural phenomena that were seen to be in conflict with 

revelation.40  The majority of work examining the relationship between science 

and religion in the nineteenth century has focussed on Protestants.41  The 

relationship between the Catholic Church and science in the nineteenth century 

has not been as well studied.42  Therefore, the controversy surrounding the 

Queenôs Colleges and the teaching of secular science in Ireland should be of 

particular interest. 

 

Voluntary secular institutions dedicated to science education appeared 

throughout the United Kingdom in the nineteenth century.  These institutions 

tended to consist of middle-class physicians, surgeons and industrialists who 

were also politically liberal Protestant Dissenters.  Such organisations frequently 

promoted the idea that science could encourage industrial development and 

religious toleration.43  Although much of this literature has focussed on England 
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1986). 
40 See for example R. Barton, óñHuxley, Lubbock, and half a dozen othersò: professionals and 

gentlemen in the formation of the X Club, 1851-1864ô, Isis, 89 (1998), pp. 410-444; P. J. Bowler, 

Evolution: the history of an idea (Berkeley, 2003); A. Desmond, óRedefining the X axis: 

ñprofessionalsò, ñamateursò and the making of mid-Victorian biologyô, Journal of the History of 

Biology, 34 (2001), pp. 3-50; A. Desmond, Huxley: the devilôs disciple to evolutionôs high priest 

(London, 1998); R. M. Young, Darwinôs metaphor: natureôs place in Victorian culture 

(Cambridge, 1985). 
41 On Protestantism and science see for example J. H. Brooke, óScience and theology in the 

Enlightenmentô in W. M. Richardson and W. J. Wildman (eds), Religion and Science: History, 
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Rapids, MI, 1987); J. R. Moore, The post-Darwinian controversies: a study of the Protestant 
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modernity and the sciences, 1650-1900 (Oxford, 2005). 
42 Galileo and the Church, by contrast, is a popular subject, see for example P. Redondi, Galileo, 

heretic (London, 1990).  On the Catholic Church and science in the nineteenth century see B. 

Brundell, óCatholic Church politics and evolution theory, 1894-1902ô, British Journal for the 

History of Science, 34 (2001), pp. 81-95.  By kind permission of the author I have been able to 

read advance proofs of a forthcoming survey on the subject by Don OôLeary, Roman Catholicism 

and Modern Science, which will be published in September 2006, by Continuum. 
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ñcreative classò: provincial urban society, scientific culture and socio-political marginality in 
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and Scotland, there are examples from Ireland and Wales.44  Nineteenth-century 

scientific societies shared many characteristics, and the detailed workings of 

Corkôs societies will be discussed in the next chapter.  What I want to focus on in 

this chapter is the ideal of science as a harbinger of progress and economic 

development.  In this rosy picture, sectarian and political strife, derived from 

ignorance, dissolved as a result of education and the prosperity it would bring.  

These are the idealistic images that drove the development of the Queenôs 

Colleges and that led their supporters to believe that a secular, scientific 

curriculum would be acceptable to representatives of all creeds.  As with many 

ideals, this soon proved naïve: the colleges were condemned by the Catholic 

Church and Catholic political leaders followed suit.  Leaney has shown that 

science was promoted as neutral, secular territory in nineteenth-century Ireland 

and linked to educational programmes.45  However, he has not attempted to 

explain the failure of those promoting ósecular scienceô for progress to persuade 

others or examined the effects of this failure on the perception of science in 

Ireland, which is what the remainder of this chapter will do. 

 

Science and the liberal agenda 

In 1843, William Smith OôBrien46 began drafting a letter to Queen Victoria, 

stating the reasons why the Repeal Association demanded the repeal of the 1801 

Act of Union.  This was largely a list of Irish grievances, suffered under the rule 

of England since the beginning of the century.  If these grievances were not 

rectified, OôBrien and the Repealers cautioned, political strife might escalate to 
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45 Leaney, óñThe property of allòô; E. Leaney, óScience and conflict in nineteenth-century Irelandô 
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violence.  (One of the signatories of OôBrienôs address was Thomas Wyse, 

whose role in founding the Queenô Colleges will be explored below.)  Among the 

claims in the letter was the sad state of Irelandôs economy: 

Notwithstanding our connection with a nation which boasts to 

be the wealthiest, the most enlightened, and the most powerful 

in the world, our commerce, our manufactures, our fisheries, 

our mines, our agriculture, attest, by their languishing and 

neglected condition, the baneful effects of your 

misgovernment.47 

According to OôBrien, a key result of Englandôs rule of Ireland had been its 

economic ruin.  How, the Repealers asked, was this possible in light of the 

comparatively advanced state of the English economy?  Irelandôs resources had 

been overlooked or mismanaged.   

 

The idea that Ireland was in possession of neglected resources, and that proper 

exploitation of such would lead to national progress, was a popular fixation in the 

nineteenth century and one which was fostered by a series of scientific surveys 

conducted by the government and by private bodies.  The Irish Ordnance Survey 

was begun in 1824 under the direction of Thomas Colby and Thomas Larcom, 

officers in the British Army.  While the survey was really an information 

gathering exercise, Larcom for one believed that the dissemination of its results 

would produce change and promote progress through the science of statistics.48  

A contemporary commentator termed it the óperipatetic universityô, 

acknowledging its embrace of many fields of scholarship (from archaeology to 

zoology) as it moved from one location to the next.49  The Ordnance Survey also 

spawned the Geological Survey, one of the largest employers of men of science 

in Ireland throughout the nineteenth century.50  Earlier scientific studies included 

a survey of the peat bogs from 1810 to 1814.  Commissioned by Parliament, the 

bog survey was intended to determine whether several large bogs might be 
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drained for agricultural purposes.51  Embedded within the purpose of  each of 

these ventures was a firm belief that scientific information would lead to 

improved exploitation of resources.   

 

Almost one hundred years earlier, the Dublin Society (later the Royal Dublin 

Society) also attempted a science for improvement scheme in which premiums 

were awarded for scientific experiments in agriculture and aquaculture as well as 

success in animal husbandry.52  Throughout the nineteenth century the Royal 

Dublin Society (RDS) continued to promote the idea of science for industrial and 

agricultural progress through its annual exhibitions, at which prizes were 

awarded for animals and for examples of manufactures.53  The RDSôs annual 

Parliamentary grant testified to the governmentôs favourable disposition towards 

science and its expected beneficial effects for Ireland.54  Parliament also 

sponsored a lecture scheme in which the RDSôs scientific professors were 

provided to provincial societies for public lectures on science.55   

 

Enterprising young chemist and RDS lecturer, Robert Kane, sought to extend the 

governmentôs commitment to scientific education in Ireland.  His book, The 

Industrial Resources of Ireland (1844) caught the national mood and explicitly 

linked science, education and Irish economic development.56  Kane was the son 

of John Kean, a former United Irishman who fled the country after the failed 

1798 rebellion and changed his name upon returning.  The family owned a 

successful chemical factory and Robert had been educated at Trinity College, 

Dublin as well as in the famous chemical laboratory of Justus von Liebig at 

Giessen.  Kane chose a career in science from an early age and through the 
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publication of papers, the editorship of the Dublin Journal of Medical Science 

and popular lecturing he quickly gained a substantial reputation.57   

 

Kaneôs reputation, and his commitment to science for the social progress of 

Ireland, was cemented by the publication of The Industrial Resources of Ireland.  

The book became a standard scientific source and an inspiration to other 

promoters of scientific progress.58  In the book Kane argued that progress for 

Ireland was possible through industrial development.  This development was 

currently impeded not by Irelandôs lack of natural resources, but by its lack of 

appropriate knowledge.  óThe fault is not in the country,ô Kane wrote, óbut in 

ourselves; the absence of successful enterprise is owing to the fact, that we do 

not know how to succeed; we do not want activity, we are not deficient in mental 

power, but we want special industrial knowledge.ô59  By industrial knowledge 

Kane meant theoretical and applied science.  Kane, ever the politician, also used 

his book to endorse the Royal Dublin Society as a potential sponsor of a scheme 

of industrial education.  Kane no doubt envisioned himself as leading the 

enterprise, employed as he was by the RDS as a professor of chemistry.  Instead, 

Kane founded a rival institution, the Museum of Irish Industry, in 1845 to 

perform the task of industrial education and became its director at a salary of 

£300 per annum.60  Also in 1845, he was selected as the president of Queenôs 

College, Cork.  Kaneôs notion of promoting Irish progress through scientific and 

industrial education had clearly stuck a chord with Sir Robert Peel and had 

garnered him the support of the Irish administration in Dublin Castle.61   
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Kaneôs book also interested the Catholic clergy, many of whom had only 

recently become politically active through Daniel OôConnellôs campaign for 

Catholic Emancipation.62  A favourable review appeared, probably written by 

Charles Russell of the Maynooth Catholic seminary, in the Dublin Review, in 

which the author claimed that the bookôs final chapter óto the literary reader will 

probably prove the most attractive of allô.  The subject of the chapter was óthe 

necessity of industrial education, as an element of the industrial prosperity of the 

nationô.63  The clergy, especially parish priests, were acutely aware of the 

poverty and lack of education prevalent in rural Ireland.  Perhaps they were 

therefore prepared to embrace the suggestion of expanding industrial education 

when economic results were promised. 

 

In common with Smith OôBrien, the Repeal politician and author of the list of 

Irish grievances previously mentioned, Kane was a supporter and member of 

various scientific societies whose mission statements contained the same promise 

of economic prosperity to be gained through the application of science to Ireland.  

For example, the Clonmel Mechanicsô Institute, which OôBrien donated to, 

promised to óprepare the ground for the coming development of the long 

neglected industrial resources of the country, and the consequent amelioration 

and improvement of the unhappy condition of its people.ô64  Unlike the 

mechanicsô institutes of Britainôs industrial centres that aimed to educate the 

labourers in the industrial revolution, the Clonmel institute hoped by education to 

create the revolution itself.  Similar missions might be cited for a number of 

different scientific bodies throughout Ireland.65   

 

                                                 
62 Catholic Emancipation was granted in 1829 and officially lifted restrictions against Catholics 

holding elected office.  Daniel OôConnell was a Catholic landowner who had led the agitation for 
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Beyond the suggested causative link between scientific knowledge and industrial 

development, the progressive nature of science was also to be seen in its lack of 

adherence to any religious or political creed.  Thus the promoters of óscience for 

progressô often stressed its special utility to serve as a neutral ground in divided 

Ireland.  Scientific societies also identified themselves as mixed and secular, 

almost universally banning the discussion of religion or politics from within their 

walls.  Here members of different religions and political persuasions could 

intermingle and find common ground in their economic class.  The government 

was insistent on this politico-religious neutrality as a prerequisite for financial 

support of the Royal Dublin Society and even went so far as to demand the 

cessation of the newspaper room as potentially incendiary.66   

 

The idea that religious toleration and thus social progress would spring from 

secular institutions had been used as an argument in favour of the national 

schools system, founded in 1831.  These schools, backed by liberal MPs such as 

Thomas Wyse and Thomas Davis67, were only tentatively supported by the 

Catholic hierarchy.  Knowledge of the secular and, some thought, heretical 

schools in post-revolutionary France led many to be sceptical.68  In practice, the 

national schools had become denominational within two decades of opening 

because of a system in which the majority religion of the students determined the 

religion of the teacher.69  The national schools also took on a substantial science 

curriculum, seen as importantly contributing to the economic benefits of the 

schools for Ireland.  For example, there was an extensive agricultural education 

project which included courses in chemistry, natural philosophy and natural 
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history.70  As we will see in Chapter 4, several Queenôs College professors wrote 

texts for the national schools both before and after their appointments to the 

colleges.71   

 

Scientific societies such as the Royal Irish Academy (RIA) attempted to ban 

political and sectarian discord from their rooms, viewing science as a neutral 

space in which intellectuals of all creeds could participate.  Thus Robert Ball 

refused a subscription to the RIA from the Repeal Association saying óa liberal 

myself in politics, I exert all the influence I possess to prevent political feelings 

manifesting themselves in the scientific societies I am connected withô.72  The 

Clonmel Mechanicsô Institute claimed  óto bring Irishmen of all sects and parties 

into kindly and happy intercourse with each otherô.73  The Royal Cork Institution, 

the Royal Galway Institution, the Royal Dublin Society and the Cork Scientific 

and Literary Society all boasted members of every branch of Christianity.74  Yet, 

the RDS managed to get itself in a tangle in 1835 when the Catholic Archbishop 

of Dublin, Daniel Murray, was refused admission to the society.  This was seen 

as a purely sectarian statement and the society was castigated not only by the 

press, but by the liberal Irish administration and its grant was temporarily 

withdrawn.75 

 

The same Robert Ball who refused the subscription of the Repeal Association 

had cause to complain to William Smith OôBrien that it was impossible to recruit 

Catholics for membership in the Zoological Society.  OôBrien had evidently 

noted their under-representation on the societyôs council; a fact which Ball 

claimed was the result of their dearth among the members.  óI have done all I can 

do to interest the Roman Catholics with us,ô but, Ball claimed, with a few 
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exceptions (including Robert Kane), they failed to display sustained interest.76  

Despite the declarations of scientific societies to be open and accepting of 

Catholic members, the 1861 census showed that of 21 persons who identified 

their occupation as secretary to a society, only 4 were Catholic (see Figure 2.1).  

This statistic suggests that Catholics may have been a relative minority among 

members of scientific societies and this is further borne out by historical studies 

of these societies (including the Cork societies discussed in the following 

chapter).77  If supporters of secular scientific education were expected to emerge 

from those involved in secular scientific societies, it seems Catholics were under-

represented among them.  This consideration was largely overlooked by the 

advocates of the Queenôs Colleges. 

 

For many liberals, secularism in public institutions was an important political 

objective.  Thomas Davis, a Protestant Repealer, emphasised the necessity of 

maintaining the secularity of the political movement and of the future separate 

Irish state as he imagined it, writing to OôBrien that óI wd [sic] prefer a military 

to a theocratic governmentô.78  He hoped that OôBrien could temper what he 

viewed as the excessively religious attitude of OôConnell: óit behoves [sic] all 

Protestants to unite on Education, it will be our guarantee against a Browne & 

McHale governmentô.79   In the 1830s, Davis and OôBrien both contributed 

suggestions to the plans that Thomas Wyse was making for secular provincial 

colleges.  Wyse also requested the opinions of the moderate Archbishop Murray.  

In his letters to Murray he tried to emphasise the progressive agenda for the 

colleges, indicating that their scientific focus could be a neutral ground for 

students of diverse religions.  The colleges, Wyse claimed, would educate 

students in óthe sciences most calculated to promote national industry & 

knowledge, such as the mathematics, mechanics, natural philosophy, navigation, 
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statistics, political economy on a popular plan, agricultural & commercial 

chemistry &c &cô.80 

 

When the recommendations of Wyseôs committee on Irish education were 

published in 1838, the concept of provincial colleges for the promotion of 

science featured prominently.  This idea was seized upon by members of several 

of Corkôs scientific societies who promptly formed the Munster College 

Committee.  In a declaration of their vision of the new colleges, the committee 

reinforced their need to promote scientific progress: óIn a country like Ireland, 

whose real wealth is mainly based upon Agriculture, Public Education ought to 

be so constituted as to diffuse, in the most available form, that practical and 

scientific information which may best conduce to industrial success and national 

prosperity.ô81  Yet members of the committee privately worried about the success 

they would have in maintaining a secular agenda or receiving the support of 

Catholics for secular colleges.  Catholic medical man Denis Bullen wrote to 

Wyse that several priests had expressed interest in the activities of the committee 

and that óWe should therefore be early to the field and try to enlist the moderate 

men of all parties in favour of secular institutions, by putting forward a temperate 

and well considered exposition of the system.ô82   

 

The ideas of science, social progress and secularity were intertwined with a 

liberal political agenda and thus their combination in the plans for the provincial 

colleges is easily understood.  What the promoters of the colleges scheme had 

not anticipated was the controversy that such colleges would create within 

Ireland.  While it was generally agreed that scientific education was a good thing 

and that educational advantages needed to be extended to Catholics, secular 

colleges were not viewed favourably by many public figures outside of a coterie 

of liberals.  While some saw the future colleges simply as an extension and 

formalisation of existing scientific societies (such as the Royal Cork Institution), 

others saw them as a new and dangerous way of promoting irreligion.  The next 

section will examine the roots of religious, especially Catholic, rejection of the 
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Queens Colleges as founded in 1845.  This was symptomatic not only of a deep 

political split among Repealers, but also of a growing divide between secular 

intellectual life and the churches who had formerly controlled education.   

   

Founding of the colleges and religious reaction 

During the 1840s Thomas Wyse was in constant correspondence with the 

government, his peers and several members of the Catholic church in his efforts 

to create a plan for provincial colleges.83  The introduction of the colleges bill by 

the conservative administration of Sir Robert Peel was a significant coup.  

However, the announcement and even the passing of the Colleges (Ireland) Act 

in 1845 by no means marked the end of debate and negotiation.  Instead, it 

seemed to spur many into action.  Articles appeared in leading periodicals and 

the daily newspapers and some Catholics and conservative Presbyterians began 

plans to found alternative universities of their own. 

 

From the debate surrounding the Queenôs Colleges there emerged a larger 

argument regarding the respective places of science and religion in Irish (and 

British) society.  As we have seen, political liberals regarded science as a neutral 

ground and scientific education as an appropriate basis for mixed education.  In 

the context of voluntary societies for adults this did not trouble either Catholics 

or conservative Protestants, but backed by the government in the form of the 

Queenôs Colleges many became much more concerned.   They believed that the 

separation of scientific and religious education was a mistake and served to 

propagate the dangerous notion that scientific knowledge superseded religious 

knowledge.84  This was not the first appearance of this disagreement about the 

roles of religion and science, but it was perhaps the most forcefully voiced 
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rejection of secular science by the Catholic Church in Ireland before 1850.85  The 

themes of this debate reappeared later in the century in the controversy over 

theories of evolution, the origin of man and expressions of scientific materialism 

in general.86  Examining the debate over university education gives us greater 

insight into these later conflicts. 

Consultation with the Catholic Church 

The majority of the Catholic bishops in Ireland agreed that the Queenôs Colleges 

must be rejected on the basis that mixed education was dangerous to Catholics.  

However, there was a reticence among some to reject the style of education the 

colleges intended to offer, i.e. practical subjects for the lay middle classes.  

Catholic reaction to the colleges scheme can be seen as trying to demonstrate 

both the superior importance of faith over science and the goodwill of the Church 

towards science.  At the outset several influential members of the Catholic 

Church attempted to avert an open break with the government and lay Catholic 

supporters over the Queenôs Colleges.  The colleges bill was announced in 

Parliament on 9 May 1845.  On 21 May, the Irish bishops gathered to discuss the 

proposal and adopted a reply in which they claimed that the colleges as presently 

planned were dangerous to Catholics.  Rather than rejecting them, however, the 

bishops asked for several amendments that would make the bill acceptable to 

them including: 

¶ A fair representation of Catholics on the staff of the colleges 

¶ Catholic chairs of logic, metaphysics, moral philosophy, history, 

geology and anatomy 

¶ Catholic chaplains provided for each of the colleges, selected by the 

bishops but salaried by the government 
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¶ A board of trustees created for each college, upon which local bishops 

would sit, that would be responsible for appointments.87 

At this point, a split had already emerged between the relatively progressive 

Archbishops Murray and William Crolly (Armagh) and the conservatives led by 

Archbishop MacHale and supported by Paul Cullen, the rector of the Irish 

College in Rome.  MacHale wished to suggest that secular colleges would never 

be acceptable and that the only appropriate education measure for Catholics 

would be a Catholic university.  By contrast, Murray and Crolly hoped to find a 

way to allow Catholics to take advantage of the colleges.  Initially there appeared 

to be a fairly even division between supporters of Murray and Crolly and those of 

MacHale and Cullen.  However, Murray and Crolly were eventually 

outnumbered among the bishops by those in favour of abandoning the Queenôs 

Colleges and founding a Catholic university.  In the view of these detractors the 

colleges represented a systematic, formal and lavishly funded attempt to favour 

science and secularism at the expense of religion. 

 

Those Catholics who were against the colleges were concerned by the filling of 

specifically sensitive chairs as well as the dangers of the entire project of secular 

science education to Catholic youths.  These concerns were well voiced by an 

1845 pamphleteer calling himself óA Catholic Priestô.  The writer acknowledged 

the importance of introducing more scientific subjects to higher education, but 

protested against the subjugation of religion to this goal.  The pamphlet 

suggested that the mere mixing of Catholic and Protestant students together was 

dangerous and inadvisable: óThis very close intimacy weakens the strength of 

pure Catholic principle, if it shall not tincture the mind of the youth with 

uncertain notions, as oftentimes happens.ô88  Instead of the Queenôs Colleges, the 

author suggested, the Catholic seminary at Maynooth should also become a lay 

university with the power to confer degrees (not simply ordinations).  The grant 

should be increased to create a laboratory, museum and observatory and the 

curriculum expanded to include scientific subjects such as chemistry and 
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astronomy.  The scheme of the Queenôs Colleges to teach science without 

religion was dangerous folly: 

Where is the use of any science without religion?...The mind of 

man may climb the loftiest heights of science, number the 

worlds that roll above and around us, weigh them with 

accuracy, measure their vast distances, follow them steadily 

through thousands of years, and millions of miles, into those 

regions of space whither eye of instrument cannot reachéBut 

what, if after all, the possessor of so much science, wholly 

intent upon the works of creation, should forget the Creator 

himself together with his own immortal soulðwhat then would 

all this science avail him? Nothing.89 

The concern of the pamphlet author, and of several bishops, seems to have been 

firmly focussed on the allure of secular science.  The writer implies that 

knowledge of the workings of the universe could give man false pride in his 

accomplishments and might tempt him to abandon or ignore religion altogether.  

The result of educating a generation of men at the Queenôs Colleges would be 

devastating to the Catholic Church: óvicious education could, in a few 

generations, do more injury to the Catholic religion than the sword could do in 

centuries of persecution.ô90  If the pamphleteer is to be believed, some members 

of the Catholic Church already believed science to represent a challenge to the 

authority of religion.  The Queenôs Colleges must have seemed to them not an 

effort at a religious and political compromise, but a government ploy to 

undermine the Catholic faith in the name of science and progress. 

 

Yet there were other Catholics who supported the colleges and wished to 

disregard opinions that they saw as reactionary.  Thomas Wyse was not deterred 

by the increasing opposition to the colleges among the Catholic hierarchy.  Smith 

OôBrien worried that antagonism to the idea was growing among Catholics, but 

Wyse was more confident, writing: óFrom letters received from Cork, I do not 

think there has been any relaxation of the Catholic feeling in favour of the plan: 
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on the contraryô.91  Further, Wyse did not see much hope of a different solution 

more satisfying to the likes of MacHale as he believed that the government 

would never grant funds for a Catholic university.92  Later, Murray and Crolly 

also adopted this line of argument as a reason for ignoring their fellow bishopsô 

suggestions for a Catholic university.  Even after the colleges had been 

condemned by the Irish bishops in 1845, they continued to show their support for 

the colleges by lobbying Pope Gregory XVI (and then Pius IX, elected in 1846) 

in an effort to prevent condemnation of the scheme and acting as referees for 

Catholic candidates applying for posts in the colleges.93 

 

The colleges bill was passed in July 1845, but negotiations continued in an 

attempt to make the colleges acceptable to the Catholic Church.  Paul Cullen, 

rector of the Irish College in Rome, used his powerful Vatican connections to 

agitate for a wholesale condemnation of the colleges by Propaganda Fide.94  

Meanwhile Crolly was petitioning the Ulster College Commission (responsible 

for deciding on the location of the Ulster college) indicating his eagerness for a 

college to be established in his diocese of Armagh.95  Writing to Thomas 

Larcom, a Catholic claimed that an Armagh college would be conciliatory 

towards Catholics as it would be óunder the eye of their Primateô (Crolly).96  

Crolly was praised by liberals and even the largely Presbyterian paper the Belfast 

Newsletter when he made public speeches in favour of the colleges, and in favour 

of one being located in Armagh.  However, this behaviour was viewed less 

kindly by bishops opposed to the colleges, by Cullen and later by the Pope. 

  

Murray and Crolly also continued their campaign in Rome, in an effort to prevent 

a total Papal condemnation of the colleges scheme.  In this they were supported 

by the colleges board, made up of the presidents and vice presidents who had 

been appointed in November of 1845.  This selection had been, some believed, 

very conciliatory to Catholics.  Two Catholic presidents had been chosen, 
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including one priest (Father Joseph Kirwan of Galway).97  The further 

appointment of Reverend Joseph OôToole as vice-president of Galway had been 

supported by Murray and Crolly.98  The Belfast Newsletter claimed that the 

Galway college would now really be another Catholic seminary.99  Throughout 

1846 and 1847, the board attempted both to scale back Catholic demands and to 

meet concerns over religious guidance for the future students.  For example, 

Robert Kane suggested a system of religiously segregated boarding houses, 

overseen by a religious official chosen by their respective hierarchy.100  

However, the issue of granting multiple posts in the disciplines that might be 

dangerous to Catholics was not pursued.  Nor was there any change in the 

decision to make all professorships crown appointments.   

 

Despite the lack of concessions to Catholic demands, Murray and Crolly 

continued to advocate the advantages of the scheme to Rome.  In a letter to 

recently-elected Pius IX, they emphasised the practical nature of the education to 

be offered calling the Queenôs Colleges óthe three new colleges for the scientific 

education of students of every religious persuasion destined for the professions 

of arts, law, and medicineô.101  By presenting the colleges as means of 

professional education, Murray and Crolly hoped Pius IX would be persuaded 

that they were harmless to Catholics and in no way a challenge to religion.   

 

Opposition among Protestants 

While the Catholic Church presented a considerable obstacle to the success of the 

plan, conservative Protestants also found the colleges objectionable for very 

different reasons.  Rather than seeing the colleges as undermining Catholicism, 

some Protestants viewed them as too large a concession to Catholics.  The 

Dublin University Magazine was an organ of the Established Church and 

contributed to by many graduates of Trinity College, Dublin.102  It had been 
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critical of the national schools, claiming they were the work of ócrafty priests and 

silly ministersô.103  The schools, in the view of the writer, were not free of 

religion, but were becoming a medium for Catholic proselytising.  After the 1838 

report of Wyseôs commission they sniffed the rising tide of secular education 

with apprehension.  In an article which managed to damn Wyse with faint praise 

(his Catholicism óserved to give a quaint sort of interest to his characterô) the 

magazine struck out against the scheme of provincial colleges.  With the current 

political crisis, in which the Established Church and the government were 

assailed from all sides, the proposed colleges would do further damage: 

We have said that the recommendation contained in the present 

report is identical, in principle and in spirit, with the Irish 

system of national education; and that, as the one has been 

successful in thrusting aside the church, so the other aims at 

superseding the university.104   

The Dublin University Magazine clearly felt that the new colleges threatened 

Trinityôs privileged position as Irelandôs only university and might even cause its 

grant to be reduced.  This was, the author argued, a totally unreasonable 

acquiescence to Catholics.  Wyse and the Catholic hierarchy appeared to be 

collaborating on the creation of colleges that would satisfy their needs, but would 

undermine the proper government of Ireland.   

 

Yet conservative Anglicans actually opposed the Queenôs Colleges for similar 

reasons to the Catholic Church: they disbelieved the central claim of the colleges 

that the scientific education of the Irish youth would effect national 

improvement.   The Dublin University Magazine writer quipped that the colleges 

were Thomas Wyseôs ridiculous solution to the agrarian outrages, believed to be 

responsible for the recent murder of Lord Norbury: óAn injured and indignant 

gentry exclaim, how are the rights of property to be maintained?  Mr. Wyse and 

the priests tell them, the people should be instructed in chemistry and natural 

history!ô.105  This mocked not only the colleges project, but the ideal at its base: 

that scientific education would improve Ireland.  In its support for the landed 
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gentry, the magazine seemed to object generally to the education of óthe peopleô 

as it associated this with dangerous political movements.  In this case the false 

pride acquired through education was explicitly linked to political problems 

rather than simply religious ones.   

 

Grumblings aside, Irish Anglicans had few objections to the Queenôs Colleges as 

long as no impact would be made on Trinity College.  Presbyterians were also 

generally in favour, although the degree of support varied between the orthodox 

and reformed sects.  Presbyterians of all sects were opposed to the Parliamentary 

grant to the Maynooth seminary, one pamphlet stating: 

We protest against the proposed endowment of Maynooth College, 

because it proceeds upon the sceptical or infidel principle that truth and 

error are equally calculated to promote the best interests of a nation.106 

The Presbyterians felt that this would amount to the state paying to propagate the 

errors of the Catholic Church.  Although not members of the Established Church, 

many Presbyterians felt they had more in common with Anglicans than with 

Catholics.   They were thus concerned for the impact on Protestantism in Ireland 

that a government policy of óeach to his ownô might have.  If this was the way 

the government was inclined, they argued, why not endow a seminary for each of 

Irelandôs religious groups rather than secular colleges?   

 

Peelôs government and the Irish secretariat did indeed feel they had a debt to pay 

the Presbyterians and to compensate for the Maynooth grant it was understood 

that the Ulster college would be made acceptable to the Synod of Ulster for the 

purposes of educating future Presbyterian ministers.107  Thus the choice of a 

moderate Presbyterian clergyman (Pooley Shuldham Henry) as president and the 

location of the college in Belfast, the most Presbyterian of the Northern cities, 

were concessions to the Presbyterian body.  This was at the expense of the 

eminent man of science James Thomson, professor of mathematics at the 

University of Glasgow, who had been led to believe his appointment as president 
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was probable.108  However, Henry was not the man that orthodox Presbyterians 

wanted.  They had been lobbying for the appointment of Reverend Henry Cooke 

of Belfast, a conservative minister who was very much opposed to the liberal 

ideas of the Unitarians and was dissatisfied with the way that education had been 

conducted in the national schools and the Belfast Academical Institution.109  

Nevertheless, even orthodox Presbyterians were eventually convinced to give the 

colleges an opportunity, as they were preferable to allowing their sons to travel to 

Scotland for an education away from the watchful eyes of their ministers.  As we 

shall see in the next section, accusations of sectarianism and party politics that 

were voiced before the professors had been chosen only began to multiply as the 

appointments were made.   

 

Applications and appointments 

Having passed an act founding secular colleges in Ireland, the government was 

now faced with the task of choosing appointees and in the process attempting to 

satisfy all interested religious parties while still appearing neutral.  By the 

specification of the colleges act, all appointments were crown appointments and 

while advice was taken a large amount of power rested with the Irish secretariat.  

Initially the government showed a willingness to make conciliatory gestures 

towards Catholics.  The presidents and vice-presidents, to some degree, 

represented the constituencies of the towns in which the colleges were placed.  

Kane was a Catholic and a Corkman.  Henry was an Ulster Presbyterian.  Kirwan 

was a Catholic priest for County Galway.  This provincialism was criticised by 

the press.  For example, the Irish Unitarian Magazine claimed that the popular 

Kane and his vice president John Ryall were ónot so extensively known to be 

men of general eminence in science, and of academic experience, as might have 

been desirable in the heads of a seminary about to be organized and put into 

operation under their auspicesô.110  It was even more scathing on the appointment 

of Henry and Kirwan saying that Kirwan was óan indifferent scholar, totally 
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unacquainted with the sciences which ought to be taught in the college under his 

directionô and that Henry was even worse.111   

 

There was a change in administration in 1846 when Peel resigned.112  The liberal 

Whig Lord John Russell followed Peel as Prime Minister, and Russell seemed 

less willing to continue with the preferential hiring of Catholics. As a result of 

this and many other factors, the second wave of appointments ignored the 

demands of the Catholic hierarchy altogether.  When the staff of each college 

was announced in 1849, the representation of Catholics and Irishmen was lower 

than expected in many circles.  The lowest proportion of Irish appointees was 

among the sciences, perhaps demonstrating the truth of Kaneôs assertions that 

Ireland needed scientific education.  However, the choice of professors also 

demonstrates that a shift in aims for the colleges had already occurred.  Rather 

than creating an Irish institution in order to solve an Irish problem, the 

government and the college council (of presidents and vice presidents) appeared 

by their selections to be aiming for an institution with an international, or at least 

a national, reputation.  Ignoring the lobbying of local men and political and 

religious interests they chose persons with as substantial a British or international 

profile as possible.  The science and medicine appointments are a good example 

of this process at work. 

 

When Kirwan died in 1849, he was replaced by the Protestant Edward Berwick, 

rather than promoting the Catholic vice president, John OôToole.  Out of sixty 

professorial chairs, fewer than ten eventually went to Catholics.  This was despite 

considerable Catholic interest in appointments.  Even though a decree from 

Propaganda Fide in 1847 warned that the colleges were dangerous to the morals 

of Catholics, Archbishop Murray claimed with some satisfaction that óCatholic 

candidates for professorships (including several priests) are crowding in to 
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present themselves before the Board of selectionô.113  While this was probably an 

exaggeration, the willingness of priests and lay Catholics to disobey a Papal 

rescript and associate themselves with the Queenôs Colleges illustrates a 

significant split between lay intellectual culture and the Catholic hierarchy.  The 

representation of local and Catholic candidates among the application pool was 

more substantial than the eventual selections might have led one to believe.  

However, the low number of Catholic or simply Irish applicants in the sciences 

seems to prove the dearth of scientific education available in the country.  

Finally, the handling of medical appointments, among which there were qualified 

Catholic applicants, indicates a stubborn refusal to acquiesce to Catholic Church 

demands which was later regretted by some.   

 

Figure 2.2 shows all applications received in 1845 that are preserved in the Lord 

Lieutenantôs papers.  While this is certainly not a full sample, it offers a glimpse 

of the applicants for the college professorships which may be approximately 

representative.  In 56 of the 117 applications the religion of the applicant was 

easily determined (either they explicitly referred to it or they were educated 

somewhere religiously specific such as a Jesuit college).  Interestingly, applicants 

for science, mathematics or medicine were the least likely to identify their 

religion.  This might be explained by the greater number of priests and 

clergymen, rather than professional men, applying for positions in the arts.  

Despite Murrayôs optimism, Catholics were under-represented among applicants.  

While about 80% of the Irish population was Catholic, their representation 

among the applicants was only around 50%.  This might be blamed on fewer 

educational opportunities and the small Catholic middle and upper class, rather 

than their reluctance to disobey the Catholic hierarchy.   

 

The number of applications for scientific posts for all years (1845-9) was quite 

low.  For example, there are only nine preserved applications for the three 

professorships of natural history.114  There must have been at least 12 applicants, 

because the three who received the jobs are not among the preserved 

applications.  Catholic and Irish representation among the small number of 
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candidates was also lower than among the arts candidates. Only one natural 

history candidate was Catholic (Thomas Power, of Cork) and he was also one of 

only two Irish applicants (the other was William Steele, secretary of the Royal 

Dublin Society).  Natural philosophy fared slightly better.  In 1845 alone, there 

were eight applicants and all of these either claimed to be Irish or had been 

educated at Trinity College, Dublin.  These facts simply underscore what is 

known of the hiring in other scientific endeavours such as the ordnance and 

geological surveys at the time: there existed a dearth of Irishmen trained in the 

sciences.  The fact that these positions were overwhelmingly given to Scots and 

Englishmen did not initially concern the newspapers who were otherwise critical 

of the lack of Irish and Catholic representation among the staff in general.  For 

example, the Cork Examiner remarked that ówe cannot but admit that there are 

some departments of science in which Englishmen and Scotchmen have acquired 

a higher reputation than Irishmenô.115 

 

However, it was a disconsolate Archbishop Murray who clipped the article from 

the Freemanôs Journal announcing the professorial appointees and proceeded to 

tally the Catholics among the staff.  Figure 2.3 reproduces Murrayôs copy of the 

pages with his handwritten notations and remarks.  Among the professors and all 

staff, Murray was only able to identify two Catholics with certainty and marked 

another three as questionable.  The majority he identified as Protestants, but 

Raymond de Vericour (modern languages, Cork) was marked with the epithet 

óInfidelô and Edward Berwick (President, Galway) as ómaterialistô.  In fact, 

Murray had over estimated the Protestant dominance of the appointments, but not 

by much.  Denis Bullen (surgery, Cork), Simon McCoy (materia medica, 

Galway), Frederick McCoy (geology, Belfast), Henry Hennessy (librarian, Cork) 

and John OôDonovan (Irish language, Belfast) had all been marked Protestant on 

Murrayôs paper, but were in fact Catholics.  Edmund Murphy (agriculture, Cork) 

was also Catholic and marked as unknown by Murray.  Of seventy-two total 

positions (including administrative ones), only nine had gone to Catholics.  

These are listed in Figure 2.4.  
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While Irish, not to mention Catholic, candidates were difficult to find for some 

posts, the Catholic hierarchy had cause to complain at the ignoring of their 

requests for sympathetic appointments in anatomy as there was a fairly large 

number of Catholic doctors available to choose from.  The medical appointments 

have left a substantial paper trail and give some indication of how posts were 

given and priorities in selection.  Out of 97 medical applicants, the religion of 

only 18 was determinable from the application materials.  Eight of these 18 were 

Catholic.  It therefore seems reasonable to assume that Catholics made up a hefty 

proportion of applicants.  The 1861 census demonstrated that at least 34% of 

physicians were Catholic and thus a significant number of potential Catholic 

applicants for chairs existed.116  However, Kane, Catholic president of the Cork 

college, appears to have been at least partly responsible for the passing over of 

some Catholic candidates in favour of what he believed were more qualified 

individuals.   

 

In 1854 Kane regretted some of his decisions and tried to use his influence, as 

well as that of Dr Dominic Corrigan, to encourage the hiring of a Catholic 

replacement for the Protestant Benjamin Alcock (anatomy, Cork).117  Kane and 

Corrigan mounted a considerable campaign to ensure that the chair went to 

Catholic and Corkonian, Daniel Corbett.  Although Kane described Corbett as 

óbeyond doubt one of the first anatomical teachers in Dublinô, he admitted that he 

had favoured Alcock in the 1849 selection. 118  By 1854, however, Kane believed 

electing a Catholic to the post would be wise.  He felt that his own troubled 

college administration had been damaged by the powerful position of Protestants 

among the collegeôs staff.   There were only four Catholics among a staff of 20 

and he complained that óthose Catholics who are here have had to suffer very bad 

treatment from the dominant majorityô.119  Corrigan wrote to Kane that he was 

óvery anxious for the sake of the colleges that this Professorship should be 
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conferred on a Catholicô.120  He reasoned that this might bring the colleges into 

favour with the Catholic hierarchy as they had requested Catholic chairs of 

anatomy at the founding of the colleges.   

 

Kaneôs remarks indicate that despite efforts to retain a secular neutrality, the 

colleges had already become permeated by suspicions of, if not actual, sectarian 

strife.  It is also ironic that Kane was now complaining of staff whom he had 

exercised considerable influence over hiring.  While Kane had refused to be 

bullied by the bishops and had attempted to choose staff by scientific reputation 

alone, he now felt this to have back-fired on him with the ódominant majorityô of 

Protestants resenting his authority.  This discord was no doubt the cause of the 

departure of several professors from Cork in 1853.121 William Hincks, natural 

history,  left for Canada.  James Nichol, geology, accepted a post in Aberdeen 

and George Shaw, natural philosophy, returned to Dublin.  Mathematics 

professor George Boole (a Protestant) wrote to his sister that óI may soon lose 

nearly all those with whom I have been on terms of the most intimate 

friendshipô.122  

 

Dissatisfaction with how the colleges were operating was not limited to the staff.  

Moderate Catholics who had supported the colleges felt aggrieved at the limited 

number of Catholic appointees and many continued to lobby for Catholic 

candidates whenever a position became open.  Even in the Presbyterian-

dominated Belfast college, some Presbyterians felt they had not gotten a fair 

representation.  When the natural history and geology chairs in Cork and Belfast 

respectively fell vacant in 1854 several candidates were represented as not only 

scientifically suitable, but religiously preferable.  For example, a testimonial for 

James McAdam of Belfast claimed that the Presbyterians  óthink they have not 

got their share of the good things going in the college & therefore this might be a 

good time to smooth them overðand certainly they could not have put forward a 
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better manô.123  McAdam was a local naturalist who had applied unsuccessfully 

for a position at the opening of the college, and now his cause was being further 

pressed due to his religious affiliation.124  Likewise, a Francis Clancy was 

presented by one letter as the best candidate for the Cork chair because he was 

the óbrother of a most excellent & unobtrusive Catholic clergyman at Corkô and 

because the appointment ówould be very popular with the citizens of Corkðwith 

whom he stands very highô.125  Clancy, however, never submitted an application 

himself and was therefore not considered.  In the end the Lord Lieutenant 

decided to seek scientific opinion in the Cork appointment, rather than popular 

opinion, and the eminent geologist Roderick Murchison was requested to give his 

views on each of the candidates.126   

 

In each phase of college appointments the government attempted to tread a path 

between religious and professional demands in choosing candidates.  By 

presenting the colleges as a means of offering higher education to Catholics and 

Dissenters, they were open to accusations of sectarianism in attempting to satisfy 

demands from each community.  Indeed it is clear that the applicants themselves, 

and their supporters, often believed that religion might work in their favour.  It 

mattered not what qualifications the government appointee was claimed to have, 

there would be those who believed a more suitable candidate had been passed 

over.  Despite claims that science was a neutral discipline, unaffected by 

religious strife, almost all parties acted as though the religion of a scientific 

candidate was an important aspect of their qualifications.  It was inevitable that 

the colleges should be unacceptable to those who felt their religious views were 

not fairly represented.  One result was that orthodox Presbyterians eventually 

founded Magee College in Londonderry and the Catholic hierarchy launched a 

Catholic university in Dublin.  As Magee served as preparation for Presbyterian 
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ministers, its curriculum was restricted to arts and divinity.127  The Catholic 

University, by contrast, initially attempted to address science in a Catholic 

context. 

 

Founding of the Catholic University 

The most concrete result of the rejection of the Queenôs Colleges by the Catholic 

hierarchy was the founding of the Catholic University.  The plan originated with 

a suggestion from Propaganda Fide and was taken up by the conservative wing 

of the Catholic Church in Ireland, while Murray and Crolly were still trying to 

increase Catholic support for the Queenôs Colleges.  When Murray received a 

petition from the conservative Archbishop of Tuam, John MacHale, in 1849, he 

drafted a reply claiming that a Catholic University would be unsuccessful 

because of the lack of available funding.128  Initially Murrayôs opposition did not 

stop MacHale and Cullen, now Primate of Ireland, from pushing forward.129  As 

we will see, one of the original aims of the Catholic University Committee was 

to dispel the association of science with secular education alone and to argue that 

the education of Catholic students required the guidance of religion.   

 

The Catholic University Committee, formed in 1850, issued separate pamphlets 

addressing the clergy and lay Catholics and outlining the reasons for founding a 

Catholic university.  To the clergy, the committee emphasised the importance of 

such an institution for the preservation of the faith. The Church was óAssailed 

upon all sidesðassailed by numerous and most richly endowed, and well 

organised bodiesô and as a result óit becomes a most important duty to prepare 

the rising Catholic generation for the combat that is before themô. 130  The 

weapon required for this combat was knowledge and thus the proposed 

university would arm students with óall the knowledge, all the science, all the 

intellectual training of which the human mind is capableô.131  The Queenôs 
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Colleges, it was felt, threatened the future of Catholic Ireland by potentially 

turning the leading (middle and upper class) Catholics away from their religion 

through education.  A Catholic university would counter this by offering them an 

education in keeping with their faith and would thus strengthen rather than 

weaken the Catholic Churchôs influence in Irish life: óOur institution will, in 

progress of time, create a large body of learned men, exercising an important 

influence on society; men competent, on the one hand, to vindicate the cause of 

religion against the insidious attacks of miscalled scienceô.132  Thus science, and 

especially science that challenged religious doctrine, emerged as a key concern in 

promoting the idea of a Catholic university.  While previously the Church had 

focussed on the education of priests, the rising importance of the Catholic middle 

class meant that it was no longer practical to believe that priests would remain 

better educated than laymen.  Without a university of their own, young Catholics 

would undoubtedly use the Queenôs Colleges (as many of them had used Trinity 

College, Dublin) and might lose interest in their religion in the process.  Catering 

to their educational needs was the only solution and these educational needs now 

included science. 

 

In fact, it was not only Catholics who believed that the government was trying to 

weaken the influence of the Catholic Church through secular scientific education.  

The Presbyterian Belfast Newsletter accepted that this was the intended effect, 

but saw it in a more positive light: 

the humbler classes in the National Schools, and the middle classes in the 

New Colleges, would be trained in literature and science to such a degree 

of perfection that no priest should dare to insult their improved 

understandings with the mummeries of Romish falsehood, and no 

demagogue debauch their minds with the seductions of revolutionary 

prospects.133 

Knowledge would create an educated and peaceful Ireland whose citizens would 

no longer be under the influence of the Catholic hierarchy.  However, as the 

Newsletter journalist acknowledged, the priests had easily figured out what 

Robert Peel was after and had therefore determined to reject the colleges.   
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The relationship between science and religion also formed a key component of 

the Catholic University Committeeôs address to the people of Ireland.  From 

among the people would come the future students of the university and therefore 

the committee was at pains to demonstrate that the proposed institution 

recognised the importance of science to the modern age.  They claimed that óso 

far from there being any antagonism between religion and science, they are a 

mutual advantage, each reflecting light upon and facilitating the acquisition of 

the other.ô134  A scientific education would be had in the Catholic university, and 

it would be superior to that in the Queenôs Colleges as the simultaneous teaching 

of religion would improve the understanding of science.  This would also prevent 

the spread of evils such as atheism and pantheism which plagued the continent.  

These were the result, claimed the committee, of teaching science without 

religion: 

From science without religion has sprung up that spurious philosophy 

which has overrun to many of the schools, and colleges, and universities 

of the Continent of Europe; and which the Professors of Atheism, 

Pantheism, and every form of unbelief, make the ground-work of their 

impious systems.135 

The implication was, of course, that the professors of the Queenôs Colleges were 

continuing this work in Ireland and that a Catholic university would combat this 

by a stronger curriculum combining science and religion. 

 

In 1852 John Henry Newman, an English convert to Catholicism and former 

Oxford fellow, was chosen to head the Catholic University for which thousands 

of pounds had been raised by parish priests.  Newman was a well-known 

intellectual and his acceptance of the post was a boon to Cullenôs project.  

Newman, at least initially, also saw the importance of incorporating modern 

scientific subjects into the curriculum and he immediately suggested a chair of 

civil engineering.  Newman had chosen Terence Flanagan for this chair, whom 

he described as a very good Catholic from Roscommon and a well-known 
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engineer in England.136  The Catholic University was officially opened in 1854, 

with six professorships and 9 lectureships.  Civil engineering was elevated to a 

professorship, but there were no other chairs in the sciences comparable to those 

in the Queenôs Colleges.137  In 1855, Newman determined to have not just a civil 

engineering professorship, but a medical school in which the sciences of 

chemistry and natural philosophy would be represented alongside medical 

subjects.  He proposed William Sullivan and Henry Hennessy for chemistry and 

natural philosophy respectively.138  Before his departure in 1858, Newman was 

able to address the Catholic Universityôs school of science which was intended to 

include chairs in all the natural as well as medical sciences. 

 

In his opening lectures to the school of medicine and the school of science, 

Newman suggested that one aim of the science department was to prove that 

Catholicism was not antagonistic to science and to provide a means of cultivating 

Catholic science.139  Newmanôs view of the means by which disputes between 

science and revelation might be resolved is an indication of how his vision of a 

liberal university had already begun to diverge from the priest-driven institution 

that Cullen desired.  Newman claimed that there were three possible reasons why 

a scientifically proven fact could never contradict revelation.  If there is a 

contradiction, Newman stated, óthat point will eventually turn out, first, not to be 

proved, or secondly, not contradictory, or thirdly, not contradictory to any thing 

really revealed, but to something which has been confused with revelation.ô140  

Newman advocated freedom of investigation for men of science, on the 

assumption that they were proceeding in good faith, without the intention to 

contradict revelation.   Unfortunately, as the story of William Sullivanôs 

involvement with the Catholic University (described below) demonstrates, 

Newmanôs vision of a harmonious relationship between scientific investigation 

and Catholicism did not come to fruition in this institution.   

 

                                                 
136 Newman to Paul Cullen, 23 June 1854, Newman Letters. 
137 Barr, The Catholic University of Ireland, p. 129.  
138 Newman to Cullen, 23 February 1855, Newman Letters. 
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140 Ibid. , p. 466-7. 
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The Catholic University encountered a number of obstacles, not least of which 

was the inability to raise sufficient funds.  The relationship between Newman 

and Cullen also became strained, as Cullen appeared unwilling to concede full 

control to Newman and Newman became frustrated with the slow progress of the 

university.141  The subjects that were of the least priority to Cullen suffered the 

most, and science quickly found itself without the resources necessary for either 

teaching or research.  As early as 1858 the faculty of science issued a lengthy 

plea for more funding in the form of a pamphlet addressed to the Catholic 

bishops.  The natural sciences, the faculty claimed,  

constitute, so to speak, the objects in greatest demand in the 

educational market; and if our university does not supply them 

in all the abundance, extent, and variety required, our Catholic 

youth will and must, for they are forced to do so by the 

exigencies of the day, seek them elsewhereé142 

The staff suggested that students might be lured to the infidel Queenôs Colleges 

or the Protestant Trinity College simply in an effort to secure the best economic 

future for themselves.  Cullen chose to keep this report private, so as not to 

attract attention to the Catholic Universityôs problems.  However, Thomas 

Larcom managed to obtain a copy.143   

 

The Catholic University had initially attempted to be a Catholic rival to the 

liberal education offered at Cambridge and Oxford as well as compete with the 

Queenôs Colleges in more practical and scientific subjects.  Severe financial 

restraints, exacerbated by low student numbers and an inability to gain a 

university charter, resulted in many subjects being neglected.  Cullen could not 

grant the science faculty more funding even if he had wanted to.  However, 

Cullenôs university had always been less interested in meeting the needs of the 

rising middle classes and more interested in educating the elite of British and 

European Catholicism, and thus the sciences were easily neglected.  Despite 

rhetoric supporting the sciences in education, the subjects of primary concern to 
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Cullen (and Newman as well) were theological, moral and historical.144  Thus the 

rejection of the Queenôs Colleges had created a dearth of scientific posts, and 

science education, available to Irelandôs Catholics that was exacerbated by the 

failure of the Catholic University.  In fact it was liberal Catholics such as Robert 

Kane and Dominic Corrigan who continued to work against the Catholic 

Universityôs efforts to gain a charter.145 

The Catholic man of science: pawn or politician? 

The combined effect of the Catholic Churchôs rejection of the Queenôs Colleges 

and the opening of the Catholic University was initially to create new positions 

for Catholic men of science and to present an alternative to the Queenôs Colleges 

for students.  However, the Catholic University was never financially stable and 

as its position worsened it began to retreat from many things, including science. 

The impact of this on individual Irish men of science was profound.   

 

Robert Kaneôs career was initially a success story: he was appointed to the 

presidency of the Queenôs College, Cork and shortly afterwards knighted for 

work on famine relief.  Soon, however, his public profile began a downward 

trajectory from which it never really recovered during his lifetime.146  Early on 

Kane had been identified by the Irish administration in Dublin Castle as a useful, 

moderate Catholic ally.   Kane was a Catholic of whom most Protestants could 

approve (although members of his own church had increasing doubts).  Even the 

conservative and Presbyterian Belfast Newsletter did not object to his 

appointment to Cork claiming he was óa man with a Protestant freedom, scope, 

and exercise of mindô.147  By 1858 Protestants and Catholics had turned against 

Kane and his supposed negligence at Cork was one of the main targets of the 

Royal Commission to investigate the Queenôs Colleges in 1856. 

 

In the late 1840s, Kane was a member of a select group of Dublin Catholics who 

were on good terms with both the local church hierarchy and Dublin Castle.   

                                                 
144 Barr, The Catholic University of Ireland, pp. 80-9. 
145 William Sullivan to William Monsell, 3 May 1867, Monsell Papers. 
146 Leaney, óñThe property of allòô, pp. 118-119; B. B. Kelham, óThe Royal College of Science 

for Ireland (1867-1926)ô, Studies, 56 (1967), pp. 297-309. 
147 óThe new collegesðappointments of principalsô, 7 November 1845, Belfast Newsletter¸p. 2. 



Juliana Adelman PhD NUIGalway 2006 Communities of science 

 112 

Archbishop Murray and his secretary, Archdeacon John Hamilton, were dinner 

guests at Kaneôs home and Kane regularly corresponded with Hamilton.148  In 

the same circle was the prominent medical man Dominic Corrigan, later to also 

be granted a knighthood and a position on the board of the Queenôs University.149  

Hamilton and Murray were considered to have ócastle influenceô and were 

occasionally asked to employ it in favour of candidates for government posts.150  

Murray served as a Commissioner of National Education and was on good terms 

with his fellow commissioner and Anglican counterpart, Archbishop Richard 

Whatley.  For this select group of Catholics, their Catholicism was advantageous: 

as long as they appeared loyal to the government they could influence decision 

making and retain powerful posts for themselves and their friends.  Although 

Dublin Castle was ostensibly responsible for the appointment of Queenôs College 

professors, Kane clearly had considerable influence and specifically hand-picked 

several candidates.  For example, a letter from Thomas OôMeara (a candidate for 

materia medica or botany) to Kane indicates that Kane had personally offered the 

position to OôMeara.151   

 

In 1853 Kane believed he was poised on the edge of a further promotion and 

possibly a relocation to his more favoured Dublin.  In that year Henry Cole, the 

director of the Department of Science and Art, sent a proposal regarding the 

restructuring of óscience and artô education in Ireland to Thomas Larcom, the 

Irish undersecretary.  The proposal, which Larcom forwarded to Kane, suggested 

that a fourth Queenôs College be founded in Dublin with the Royal Dublin 

Societyôs museum and the Museum of Irish Industry made subordinate to it.  

Further links between existing primary and secondary education would be made, 

with all education targeting a uniform goal of encouraging industrial 

development.  Cole even suggested appointing óprofessors of technologyô for 

each college.152  Kaneôs comments in a reply to Larcom clearly indicate that he 
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saw himself as the head of the new Queenôs College, Dublin and with a pivotal 

role in a more comprehensive and centrally organised, industrial education 

system for Ireland.153   

 

Unfortunately for Kane, his politicking was strongly resented by several 

members of the Cork college staff, including the vice president, and problems 

were already beginning to emerge.  Kane had been given permission to retain his 

directorship of the Museum of Irish Industry in Dublin while holding the new 

post in Cork, but the time spent in Dublin took its toll on staff harmony in Cork.  

Kane himself attributed these problems to sectarian conflicts, claiming that the 

Catholic staff suffered as a result of the Protestant majority (see óApplications 

and appointmentsô).  In 1853 Kane attempted to have two of his professors 

removed from office on grounds of neglect of duty: first, Christopher Lane (civil 

engineering) and then Benjamin Alcock (anatomy).154  These cases dragged on, 

and although both were eventually dismissed from duties, it was not without a 

loss of reputation on Kaneôs part and an increase in ire on the part of the other 

Cork professors.  The very public newspaper row that ensued contributed to the 

governmentôs determination to have a commission of inquiry into all three 

colleges.  When the results were published in 1858, Kane was a very discouraged 

man. Thomas Romney Robinson, astronomer and friend of the under secretary, 

wrote  to Larcom in a state of alarm after having met with Kane: óHe [Kane] 

thinks the government intend to sacrifice him to the Ultramontaine party, and in 

course of truckling to Newmanôs University not merely give up the Queenôs 

Colleges, but even let that respectable society poach on the Industrial 

Museum.ô155  The potential loss of Kane to the project of mixed education 

worried Robinson.  óWhen you have got a Romanist of note who has courage to 

think for himself, you should pat him on the back,ô not betray him, he argued.  In 

Larcom he knew he had a sympathetic audience.  Larcom had supported Kane 

through the numerous controversies.   
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Kane clearly believed the causes of science and his career were better served 

through cooperation with the government scheme of secular education.  As a 

graduate of Trinity College, Dublin he had no objections to mixed education and 

was considered a very liberal Catholic.  However, he eventually lost the support 

of both Catholics and Protestants and many saw him as nothing more than a 

ócastle Catholicô and government pawn.  Although he managed to retain his post 

as president of the Queenôs College Cork he was forced to give up his post in 

Dublin, and to reside in Cork for the remainder of his term.  The Museum of Irish 

Industry was subsumed to the Department of Science and Art and became the 

Royal College of Science for Ireland, a move that William Sullivan claimed was 

simply óin order to demolish Sir R. [sic] Kaneô.156  Kane, and along with him 

Dominic Corrigan, alienated former Catholic allies by using his position on the 

Queenôs University council to prevent the admission of the Catholic University 

to a unified examination system until 1884.  This pitted Kane and Corrigan 

against Sullivan who was on the staff of the Catholic University, but had been an 

employee of the Museum of Irish Industry.  

 

William Sullivan was professor of chemistry at Kaneôs Museum of Irish Industry 

in the 1840s and although it does not appear that he applied for a post at one of 

the Queenôs Colleges he may have been upset not to have been asked by Kane.  

Sullivan was, however, selected by Newman for a chemistry chair in the Catholic 

Universityôs medical school.157  Ten years later Sullivan was frustrated and bitter 

over the failure of the university and especially the failure of Cullen to support 

the science faculty.  Sullivan wrote a series of letters between 1866 and 1873 to 

William Monsell in which he voiced his frustration and asked for advice.158   

 

In his letters Sullivan despaired of the Catholic University in which he claimed 

óThe professors are dropping away, the students are leaving, and the funds are 

diminishing.ô159  Newman himself had abandoned the project in 1858, as it 

gradually became clear that the university would struggle to gain a charter and 
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that Cullen preferred priests to laymen for appointments.160  The chairs of botany 

and geology had remained vacant, despite Sullivanôs best efforts to persuade 

Cullen to fill them and the necessity of botany to the medical students.161  This 

was a great source of embarrassment to Sullivan and, he claimed, was used by 

Kane and Corrigan to further prevent the granting of a charter for the Catholic 

University.  Soon, Sullivan feared, all Catholic men of science would have to 

emigrate to America in order to find employment: 

When the Catholic University shall be shut up, or shall have eliminated 

the lay element, and the new College of Science shall have completed its 

staff after the fashion of the Queenôs Colleges, it will be time for the few 

Catholics who have ventured to devote themselves to science to 

emigrate.162   

Sullivan even claimed that he had noticed an increase in the number of Irish 

sounding names among American scientific authors and wondered if the process 

had already begun.  He further suggested that perhaps the Catholic University 

ought to move to New York.   

 

In 1873, a ray of hope appeared for Sullivanôs career.  Rumours began that 

Robert Kane was about to resign his position at the Queenôs College in Cork and 

Sullivan hoped that he would have a chance of gaining the post.  Monsell 

objected to the suggestion that he might apply, noting that Sullivan had been a 

critic of mixed education and especially of the secular colleges.  Sullivan retorted 

that this was not true, and that he had joined the Catholic University not to 

support denominational education but  

because I believed and continue to believe that all progress must emanate 

from within a people and cannot be impressed upon them by external 

means, and consequently that a great liberal Catholic University could do 

more for the advancement of learning, and the intellectual and political 

training of Irish Catholics than any number of government Institutions.163 

Unfortunately, Sullivan claimed, his hopes were in vain and Cullen and the 

bishops had perverted Newmanôs attempts at creating a liberal university in 
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favour of a sort of lay seminary.  The Catholic University, Sullivan believed, no 

longer represented that hopes of the Catholic people of Ireland, rather it 

represented the imposition of control by the Catholic hierarchy.  Sullivan 

determined to join the government institution in an effort to save his career.  His 

application was successful: the government was delighted to replace one Catholic 

president with another, continuing to hope that Catholic approval of the colleges 

would increase.   

 

The result of the Queenôs College controversy was to place Robert Kane in a 

position of antagonism with his church, while he retained the favour of Dublin 

Castle.  William Sullivan, however was driven from the Catholic University into 

the Queenôs College Cork because of the formerôs lack of support for science.  

The effect of this was to weaken the Catholic University, prevent the formation 

of an Irish Catholic scientific community and lend credence to the accusations 

that the Catholic Church was opposed to science and progress. 

 

Conclusion 

As the two examples above have shown, while there were limited scientific 

career pathways in nineteenth-century Ireland, there were even fewer available to 

Catholics.  Those Catholics who chose to pursue science also had to embrace 

politics, possibly brave the disapproval of their church and show a willingness to 

óchange sidesô in any way that would prove most advantageous to them.  Far 

from creating a neutral ground, free from political or religious strife, science 

became embroiled in these struggles.  The growing autonomy of the middle 

classes threatened the authority of both the government and the Catholic Church.  

The government attempted to soften this threat by secular scientific education 

that they believed would reduce religious strife, and even increase the industrial 

development of Ireland.  The Catholic Church, by contrast, feared that the same 

education might reduce Catholic identity and therefore pursued a Catholic 

University.  Just as the government hoped to create a new generation of 

productive, happy (and therefore non-rebellious) citizens, the Catholic Church 

hoped to create a new Catholic intelligentsia who would help to maintain the 

influence of Catholicism in Irish life.  Science was initially important to both 
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projects as it was, by that point in the century, the discipline symbolic of progress 

and repeatedly urged as a solution to Irelandôs stagnant economy.  As the 

government determined that science was an appropriate subject for study outside 

of the auspices of religion, some of the Catholic hierarchy became suspicious not 

only of secular colleges, but of science.  Initially they determined to compete 

with the Queenôs Colleges by including science in their new university, but as the 

hierarchy sought more control and the funds dried up, science seemed less and 

less important as a part of the curriculum.  As a result, eminent men of science 

such as William Sullivan were forced to give up on the Catholic University.   

 

The failure of the Catholic University to cultivate science and of the Queenôs 

Colleges to provide a good balance of Catholics among their staff had long-term 

consequences for science in Ireland.  The primary institutions for higher 

education in the sciences in Ireland (the Queenôs Colleges and Trinity College 

Dublin) were now unacceptable to Catholics.  As the scientific community in 

Ireland gained greater professional representation through government posts in 

the Queenôs Colleges and the surveys, there were proportionally fewer Catholics 

to take on such posts.  The Catholic University retreated from science, effectively 

leaving the field to Protestants and Catholics willing to rebel against their church.  

Significant numbers of Catholics could still be found among the members of 

scientific societies and teachers in the science schools.  However, Catholics 

suffered a lack of representation at the highest levels.  Much of this can be traced 

back to the dispute over the Queenôs Colleges, which represents a lost 

opportunity to promote an elite but mixed Irish scientific community. 

 

Despite the fact that the Queenôs Colleges failed to create the idealistic utopia of 

sectarian strife subsumed to science, they can tell us much about scientific 

culture in Ireland during the nineteenth century.  In the chapters that follow I will 

mostly leave behind the political and religious objections to the Queenôs 

Colleges and examine what actually happened once the colleges opened.  As we 

have already seen, Ireland had a significant community of individuals interested 

in science before the colleges arrived and the following chapter will examine 

how this existing community, some of whom had been hopefuls for positions in 

the colleges, coped with the arrival of the new professors of science. 
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3 

 Science in the community: voluntary societies in Cork 
 

Visions of pomp, and pageantry, and social enjoyment, may have 

passed through the minds of some, in connection with this 

movement; but I firmly believe that each and all united in a 

sincere desire to do some good, by effecting a practical resulté 

John Francis Maguire, 1853164 

 

Introduction 

The rejection of the Queenôs Colleges by leaders of the Irish Catholic community 

did not stop the colleges opening nor prevent the towns in which they were 

placed from celebrating their arrival.  However, when the first professors of the 

Queenôs Colleges arrived in Cork, Belfast and Galway in 1849 the devastating 

effects of the Great Famine were everywhere to be seen.  Those from England 

and Scotland must have found their new surroundings shockingly remote from 

their former homes.  President Edward Berwick of Queenôs College Galway 

noted that the colleges were opened óunder circumstances of a very discouraging 

natureô.165  Galway was perhaps the worst stricken of the three towns, but the 

situation in Cork was hardly more encouraging. Yet despite widespread poverty, 

none of the three towns was an intellectual vacuum: each could claim at least one 

voluntary society dedicated to learning.  Sustained by the townsô middle classes, 

most of whom did not depend on farm land for income and were therefore 

relatively unscathed by the Famine, these societies persisted through the dark 

years.  In the case of Cork and Belfast at least, the existence of these societies 

and their ability to lobby the government had some impact on the decision to 

locate a college in these towns.166   
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Local scientific societies were among the first ways in which the professors 

interacted with the leading members of their new communities.  This chapter will 

explore the integration of the colleges and their natural science professors into 

the existing intellectual life of the towns.  I will focus on the participation of 

Corkôs professors in local societies, as well as those societiesô contributions to 

the life of the colleges in order to give a rich picture of the scientific culture of a 

provincial Irish town.  The above quotation by John Francis Maguire (editor of 

the Cork Examiner) refers specifically to the 1852 Cork industrial exhibition.  It 

could, however, equally apply to Corkôs scientific societies which tried 

throughout the second half of the nineteenth century to strike a balance between 

ósocial enjoymentô and ópractical resultsô, often defining each of these 

differently.  This chapter will analyse three of these societies in the period 

immediately after the arrival of the Queenôs College in Cork.   

 

* * * *  

 

Mid-nineteenth-century Cork was a town of approximately 85,000 people.167  

Positioned at the River Leeôs entrance to the sea, it was in a relatively good 

location for trade and industry and had seen an industrial boom in the 1840s.  

However, the Famine had slowed and reversed this growth.  The industries of 

Ulster (cotton and linen manufacture) declined in Cork after the introduction of 

large-scale mechanisation.168  Instead, there were breweries (Beamish and 

Crawfordôs and Murphyôs being the largest), distilleries, flour and corn millers, 

shipbuilders, a small number of woollen mills and a substantial trade in 

provisions, principally butter.169  Cork was also an important shipbuilding centre, 

although in this too it was overtaken by Belfast once ships were increasingly 

made of iron rather than wood.170  The railroad arrived in 1849, allowing for 

cheap weekend excursions as well as easier passage to Dublin.171  Overall, Cork 

remained a minor manufacturing centre compared to Belfast.  Even the output of 
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one of its largest industries, Beamish and Crawford brewers, was consumed 

almost entirely within Munster.   

 

Despite Corkôs apparent failure to advance at the rate of other industrialising 

towns of Great Britain, the Corkoniansô provincial pride was undimmed.  

Travellers remarked on their gregariousness and love of learning, a reputation 

which the Corkonians themselves cultivated.172  Perhaps, then, it was no surprise 

that Cork gave rise to many philosophical societies and that several of its 

politicians were actively involved in the pursuit of provincial higher education 

for Ireland, eventually resulting in the Queenôs Colleges.  This was a middle-

class movement, for Cork had few gentry.  Local businessman Denny Lane later 

recalled that the townôs ófew civic knightséhad to earn their bread by honest 

industry instead of by robbery, a degradation unknown to the belted knights of 

old.ô173  Town life was dominated by the reforming middle classes, a smaller 

group of whom held multiple civic and literary posts.  For example, the Catholic 

nationalist John Francis Maguire was the editor of the Cork Examiner while also 

on the Industrial Exhibition committee, town mayor and later MP.  Richard 

Dowden, a liberal Unitarian, was an officer in several of the local societies, a 

promoter of the temperance movement, agent to the local vinegar and mineral 

water factory, town councillor, mayor and Alderman.174  United by class values 

if not by religion, Corkôs middling citizens continually sought the improvement 

of their lot and that of their town.  One of the ways in which this was expressed 

was through local voluntary societies. 

 

As in other industrial cities in Britain, Corkôs middle class grew in wealth and 

political influence during the nineteenth century, and their enthusiasm for 

voluntary societies, from those distributing charity to scientific societies, arose 

from their desire both to fill their increased leisure time and to forge a 
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respectable identity.175  Scientific societies routinely proclaimed their dedication 

to the cultivation of useful knowledge, though sociability and social mobility 

were often as important.  There is a large and growing literature specifically on 

scientific societies and mechanicsô institutes.176  Historians have demonstrated 

that provincial scientific societies are an important means of understanding local 

uses of science and also give an insight into the social dynamics of town life.  

While early literature viewed the societies as contributing positively to industrial 

innovation and change, key papers by Jack Morrell, Steven Shapin and Arnold 

Thackray among others have demonstrated that social and cultural aims were 

often more important.177  Mechanicsô institutes in particular have been associated 

with liberal reform movements which sought appropriate scientific education for 

the working classes as a means of encouraging economic growth and middle 

class values as well as discouraging attempts to overthrow the social order.178  

Corkôs mechanicsô institute failed to prosper, but its scientific societies 

flourished throughout the nineteenth century.  Although scientific societies have 
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been of interest in the history of Irish science, recent efforts have tended to focus 

on Dublin.179  Corkôs scientific societies have remained largely out of the 

historical frame since the 1970s.180  The only exception is a brief discussion of 

their relationship to antiquarian activity in two recent theses.181  Therefore there 

is still much to be learned from an examination of the scientific culture of Cork, 

especially in the years leading up to and following the establishment of the 

Queenôs Colleges. 

 

* * * *  

 

This chapter will demonstrate that scientific societies played an important 

cultural role for Corkôs middle-class community.  They provided a space for 

socialising across religious boundaries and reinforced intellectual links between 

Cork and the rest of Britain.  As such, their members formed an appropriate 

group to welcome the Queenôs College that they had worked to have placed in 

Cork.  However, the local scientific community now had to adjust to an influx of 

óprofessionalô, or professorial, men of science.  This led to a process of 

differentiation among the societies.  The Royal Cork Institution, whose aims 

overlapped most substantially with those of the new college, ceased to be a 

scientific society and became largely a lobbying group, a design school and a 

meeting place for Corkôs other societies.  The Cuvierian Society, already a 
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specialist group devoted to scientific research, attempted to become more 

specialised and more scientific to attract the professors as members.  The 

Scientific and Literary Society, by contrast, focussed on a popular debating 

format and continued as a primarily social venue.  I will also suggest that a 

central aim of the Cuvierian and the Scientific was to help their members to 

participate not only in local civic culture but in a wider British intellectual 

community.   

 

The different approaches to science taken by Corkôs scientific societies reveal 

two different and yet compatible roles for science within the nineteenth-century 

provincial town: science as rational recreation and science as gentlemanly 

knowledge.  The second function, served by the Cuvierian Society, was initially 

most suited to the Queenôs College professors who made their contributions 

almost exclusively to this society.  The period from 1849 to 1875 in Cork was 

characterised by a rise in activity for the Cuvierian Society and a decline in the 

Scientific and Literary.  Even science cultivated outside the college walls was 

treated as expert knowledge, practiced by few.  Science as rational recreation 

appeared infrequently in activities such as the 1852 exhibition and the occasional 

conversazione.  However, by the 1870s, William Sullivan held the presidency of 

Queenôs College Cork and of the Cork Scientific and Literary Society, while the 

Cuvierian Society had virtually disappeared.  These alterations in fortune 

indicate the increasing role of the professors as scientific experts, initially 

complementing, and later replacing, local experts.  The Scientific did not purport 

to be an organisation of experts, but a disseminating and debating body.  The 

professors appeared as lecturers to a lay audience rather than peers.  Thus the 

resurgence of the Scientific, with the collegeôs president at its head, indicates a 

shift to expert-led popularisation of science towards the end of the nineteenth 

century.  A move towards popular science that disseminated rather than 

encouraged participation has also been observed in the periodical literature of 

this time.182  Institutions devoted to science education for the middle classes, 
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such as the RCI, disappeared completely, relegating this to self-study or the 

Queenôs Colleges.   

 

The Royal Cork Institution 

The Cork Institution was founded in 1803 by a few eminent Cork men including 

the Reverend Thomas Dix Hincks, a Unitarian minister and amateur man of 

science.183  Hincks had given a series of lectures on science, funded by 

subscription, which proved so popular that a group of citizens decided to found 

an institution to deliver such lectures on a regular basis.  By 1807 the Cork 

Institution became the Royal Cork Institution with an annual government grant 

of £2000.  The council chose a number of professors each year to deliver a series 

of scientific lectures in exchange for a salary.  Scientific notables such as 

Edmund Davy (brother of Sir Humphry Davy), local doctors and amateurs held 

the professorships.184  In the early years, therefore, the Institutionôs role was 

clear: it provided educational lectures on practical subjects, such as chemistry 

and agriculture, which were open to a certain segment of the public for a fee.  

The Institution was housed in the óOld Custom Houseô built in the eighteenth 

century and situated by the river, a short distance out of town.  (Brian Cody, 

visiting in 1852, called it an óantiquated fabric of dingy red brickô located in óan 

unfrequented part of the cityô.)185  There, in addition to providing lectures, the 

RCI built up a collection of books, periodicals, art and natural history objects.   

 

In 1830 the government grant was withdrawn and the Institution had to scale 

back and eventually terminate its professorships as its repeated appeals for fresh 

funding went unheeded.  The government claimed the grant had not been 

renewed because of the limited scope of the RCIôs activities.186  However, it did 

agree to grant the RCI the ownership of the Custom House, and later, a small 
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building attached to the Custom House.  The Institution persevered even without 

government support, and its members found new ways to appeal for funding.  

The involvement of Munster politicians in lobbying for the Queenôs Colleges has 

been mentioned in the previous chapter, but it is worth elaborating on the role of 

the Royal Cork Institution in this movement here.  As early as 1831, the 

Institutionôs managers wrote to the governor general of Ireland suggesting that 

éthe want of a Collegiate Establishment has long been felt in the South 

of Ireland, in which the middle classes may obtain, on cheap and easy 

terms, a scientific and practical education, intermediate between the 

elementary system of the grammar school and the more expensive and 

higher instruction of the University.187 

The Institution, its managers felt, formed the perfect base upon which to establish 

this new college: it had a history of providing education for the town and its 

members and proprietors represented a harmonious mixture of religions.188  The 

Munster Provincial College Committee, headed by the prominent Catholic 

chemist, Robert Kane, was fostered by members of the Institution.189  It is 

interesting to note that, much like Thomas Wyse, the members of the RCI 

initially envisioned their college more as a secondary school than as a university.  

This type of education was deemed appropriate for the middle classes, while the 

university was primarily for gentlemen.  The courses which the RCI had 

proposed would have been easily paid for by an annual subsidy coupled with 

relatively low fees for classes, a formula which was now in operation at the 

Belfast Academical Institution.190   The RCI was arguing for a reinstatement of 

its grant (which had essentially been conferred upon the Belfast Academical 

Institution) on the grounds of a planned expansion of its activities.191 
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When it was eventually decided in 1845 to establish the Queenôs Colleges and to 

place one of them in Cork, the Royal Cork Institution attempted once again to 

become the site for the college.  At this point, the RCIôs activities had been 

reduced to hosting the meetings of other scientific societies and maintaining a 

library and museum (although the reports of visitors indicate that this 

maintenance was minimal).  The proprietors of the RCI therefore offered the 

building as a site for the new college.  As the inspector sent by the Office of 

Public Works put it, the RCIôs building  

éwas formerly the Custom House, and is now used as an institution for 

the encouragement of the arts and sciences it contains a library, a 

museum and statue gallery, with lecture rooms.  The building is not at all 

in a good state, and the mayor & committee with whom communication 

was held stated that probably there would be no objection to its being 

given up to the Government if required.192 

Fortunately for Corkôs scientific societies, the building was deemed unsuitable as 

was the site, which was too small and potentially too marshy to hold the size of 

buildings necessary for the new college.  Even an architectural drawing of the 

RCI from 1877 indicates a state of disrepair, illustrating several of the bricks and 

some of the ornamental façade as crumbled and worn (see Figure 3.1).  At this 

point perhaps it began to become clear to the members of the Munster Provincial 

College Committee and the RCI that the institution was to have little or no 

influence over the form of the college for which they had successfully lobbied.  

While a few individuals involved in the RCI did receive professorships, Corkôs 

manufacturers and businessmen did not receive powerful positions on the college 

council, as those in Manchester and Birmingham would when civic colleges were 

opened in their towns.193  Although the example of the Cork Institution and the 

political clout of its members influenced the decision to locate a college in Cork, 

the elite of Cork were not able to dictate its terms.  When the colleges opened, 

the RCI even lost its steward, who defected to the new establishment with 

glowing testimonials from his former employer.194 
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By the time the Queenôs College opened, the Institution was simply a formal 

name for a loose affiliation of politicians, doctors and men about town.  It was a 

channel through which committees could be organised and appeals to the 

government made. In an analysis of the RCI, MacSweeney and Reilly concluded 

that óIts activities were always culturally serious though they became 

progressively less scientific as science became a field for professionals rather 

than for enthusiastic amateurs.ô195  While the Institution certainly lost its primary 

scientific functions with its funding, it is less clear that the professionalisation of 

science had much to do with this change.  Quite simply, the Institution had 

established itself as an educational body and with the loss of its grant and the 

introduction of the Queenôs College, it was no longer able to function as such.  In 

addition, the amenities of the RCI enabled various other forms of amateur 

science to persist in Cork.  Instead of regular science courses, the RCI looked for 

other means of funding itself in order to pay for the upkeep of its building and 

perhaps return to the glory of past days.  This was done by creating a design 

school, supporting the National Exhibition of 1852, building a large hall to host 

public lectures, renting space to other societies, offering subscriptions to the 

newspaper room and writing to government ministers in an effort to receive 

funding for various schemes.  Thus, the RCI continued to play an important role 

in the intellectual and scientific life of Cork long after its grant had ceased and 

well after the arrival of the Queenôs College. 

 

One of the most important amenities which the RCI had was its building.  Figure 

3.1 shows plans of the RCI building and Figure 3.2 shows the óAthenaeumô or 

public hall, added in 1855.  The RCIôs building consisted of three floors.  The 

ground floor housed a large lecture hall (used by the Scientific and Literary 

Society), with a platform stage and a laboratory attached, as well as a residence 

which may have been occupied by the librarian and care taker, John Humphreys.  

On the first floor was the library, divided into a series of smaller rooms one of 

which is also labelled ócommittee roomô and may have been the location in 

which the Cuvierian Society met.  As of 1877, however, the school of design 

occupied the committee room.  Windele, in 1843, estimated that the library 
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contained between 5000 and 6000 volumes, the majority being scientific in 

nature.196  By 1859, Cody estimated (probably incorrectly) the library contained 

of the order of 13,000 volumes.197  The second floor held the cast gallery as well 

as the classrooms of the design school and a lecture room.  There is no precise 

indication of where the museum was located, but either the library rooms or the 

gallery are possibilities.  Though the Office of Public Works and many visitors 

remarked on the poor state of the Institution, Corkonians such as John Windele 

were more sanguine.  Writing in 1843 Windele claimed of the RCI that  

it is evident that its utility is capable of being greatly extended, and that it 

may be converted into a highly valuable means of diffusing knowledge 

far more widely than at present.  Its adaptation is complete as a nucleus to 

draw together the scattered science and talent of a most extensive district, 

and to serve as a depository of its natural and artificial productions.198 

Indeed, the building did serve as a nucleus and a depository, hosting not only the 

scientific societies but benevolent organisations as well.  In addition, various 

objects found their way to the RCIôs museum by donation.199  These objects 

played an important role in events such as conversaziones which will be 

discussed below.  The extension of utility of which Windele spoke was the 

proposal to convert the RCI into a new college, a dream which never did become 

reality. 

 

Having failed to secure a new grant as a provincial college the RCI was in 

hibernation from about 1843 to 1848, when meetings and minutes were very 

scarce indeed.200  However, the opening of the Queenôs College seemed to 

encourage a relative  spurt of activity, albeit mostly related to reducing the 

Institutionôs debt.  In an effort to squeeze money out of the new college, the RCI 

proposed to sell its natural philosophy instruments to the science department.  Sir 

Robert Kane was unwilling to pay for antiquated materials, but offered to take 

them on long-term loan and house them appropriately, to which the RCI could do 
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nothing but agree.201  The RCI also directed its attention to raising interest in 

their newspaper room, through which the Institution could keep Cork in contact 

with the rest of the United Kingdom (especially London and Dublin).  In January 

of 1849, before the college opened, the RCI began a campaign to recruit new 

library subscribers at one guinea per annum.  In December, after the opening of 

college, the proprietors determined to begin a newspaper room as an additional 

enticement.  It was initially proposed to take six London newspapers, three Cork 

papers and one each from Dublin and Limerick.  In the end the Cork papers were 

dropped and instead seven London papers (the Times, Morning Chronicle, 

Express, Sun, Examiner, Spectator and Observer) were taken along with the 

Dublin Evening Post and the Limerick Chronicle.  The new amenity was 

advertised and new subscribers followed.  Among the new subscribers were 

Queenôs College professors George Boole, Alexander Flemming, John Ryall and 

Benjamin Alcock.202  The papers quickly proved too expensive, and were 

reduced to the Dublin Evening Post and four London papers, indicating a 

preference for metropolitan news.   

 

Getting new library subscribers and selling off equipment proved insufficient to 

restore the RCIôs finances.  However, the occurrence of the National Exhibition 

of 1852, held in Cork, inspired the RCI to change directions and seek a new 

audience in an effort to become a centre for Corkôs intellectual and social life 

again.  The exhibition committee, formed in 1851, had many overlaps with the 

RCIôs proprietors and managers.203  The presence of the Lord Lieutenant at the 

opening of the exhibition allowed the RCI another opportunity to point out its 

role in the establishment of the Queenôs College Cork and to appeal for the 

support of the government.204  After the exhibition closed, not only did the RCI 

attempt to gain the exhibited natural history specimens for its collection, but it 

proposed the removal of the exhibition hall to its own grounds to be re-erected as 

a public hall for:  
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Religious MeetingsðScientific Lectures, Lectures upon special 

subjectsðpanoramasðexhibitionsðThe Young Manôs Associationð

The Ancient concerts and musical societies concertsðballsð

promenadesðcharity bazaarsðSoirees.205 

The RCI did acquire some specimens, but most importantly also got the building.  

A loan from the town council was arranged, an architect was hired and by 1855 

the new hall, óone of the noblest in the United Kingdom, being 113 feet in length 

and 53 in widthô, was erected near the Institution.206  The plan of the Athenaeum 

can be seen in Figure 3.2.  The RCI hoped to make a profit by renting out the 

building to various groups and it also hoped that it might serve as a means of 

becoming a new style of educational body, fulfilling the needs of those not 

served by the Queenôs College. 

 

As young middle-class men were now accommodated by the Queenôs College, 

the Institution saw a new role for itself as the educator of the working classes and 

of women.  In a fresh appeal for a reinstatement of their grant, the proprietors of 

the institution suggested to the Lord Lieutenant that: 

the advancing state of knowledge requires to place, within reach of all 

classes in society, the means of mental cultivation.  Literature, science 

and the fine arts are every day becoming more essential requirements of 

the domestic circle and the Atheneum, the Royal Cork Institution with the 

School of Design, combine the elements for promoting popular 

instruction in its widest form, and giving expansion to the system of 

industrial and art teaching, which government is [sic] gradually bringing 

into operation in this country.207 

If the RCI had received the funding it desired it would have effected a reversal of 

the transformation which most mechanicsô institutes underwent in this same 

period.  Although founded for the education of working-class artisans and 

mechanics, the mechanics institutes soon had an almost exclusively middle-class 

audience.208  Instead, the RCI had proposed to move from a middle-class 

audience (now served by the Queenôs College) to a wider one which included the 
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working classes and women (implied by mention of the ódomestic circleô). The 

Lord Lieutenant may have sympathised with the RCIôs intentions, but the funds 

were not forthcoming.  Instead, his reply encouraged the RCI to accept that its 

role had been usurped by the college and to enter into cooperation or óspirited 

emulation.ô209   

 

With its buildings and collections, the RCI offered societies which rented its 

premises more than they could ever hope to own, given the low membership 

rates they charged.  Thus it managed to sustain the societies over lean periods 

and the long life of many of them may be partly attributed to the RCI.  Rather 

than being driven out of scientific activities by the process of professionalisation, 

the RCI in fact fostered amateur scientific activity by providing it with a home 

and with the appropriate trappings.  Dr Charles Yelverton Haines, a member of 

both the Cuvierian and the Scientific, acknowledged the contribution of the RCI 

to Corkôs scientific culture in his opening lecture in the new Atheneum saying 

that: 

Around our old and oft unfairly abused Instititution is now growing up in 

spite of all vituperation, her brood of young children, though like other 

offspringðthey may not always acknowledge the direct parentage:--She 

did retain her foster nest-egg of Science in her valuable library and in her 

former courses of lecturesðé210 

One wonders who had been flinging the abuse and vituperation.  However, 

several hints indicate that perhaps the RCI had a reputation for exclusivity.  

MacSweeney and Reilly have noted their lack of enthusiasm for cooperation with 

the townôs Mechanicôs Institute.211  When mayor in 1852 John Francis Maguire 

and several other town councillors objected to the townôs Ã200 contribution to 

the RCIôs school of design on the basis of its lack of public spirit.212 

 

The library, lecture hall and museum of the RCI were the sole meeting spaces for 

the Cuvierian and the Scientific societies and the repeated backdrop to their 
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conversaziones.   As I have already suggested, the bulk of Corkôs scientific 

activity passed from the RCI to these organisations after its grant was withdrawn.  

Both societies were founded in the 1830s (although an early Scientific had 

appeared and disappeared in the 1820s), and a substantial number of their active 

members had been involved with the Institution.  While the proprietors and 

supporters of the Institution had contained a significant number of Corkôs elite 

(even if they were only ócivic knightsô), the societies were clearly middle class.  

The Institution had offered educational lectures by paid experts, but the societies 

offered an open exchange of learning among members.  The result was 

occasionally frivolous rhetoric, but serious investigation persisted.  The 

following section will describe the membership and approaches of the Cuvierian 

and the Scientific and how these were altered with the arrival of the Queenôs 

College.  

 

The Cuvierian and the Scientific and Literary Societies 

The primary óoffspringô of the RCI were the Cuvierian Society for the 

Cultivation of the Sciences (CCS), founded in 1835, and the Scientific and 

Literary Society (CSLS), founded in 1834.  The Scientific was the most recent 

incarnation of a failed Philosophical Society and an earlier failed Scientific and 

Literary Society founded in 1820.213  Historians have moved away from the 

expectation that scientific societies had intended, and were able, to affect 

industrialisation by introducing their members to scientific principles.  Jack 

Morrell has argued that the social turbulence created by industrialisation in some 

towns was in fact a deterrent to the creation of a lasting scientific culture, rather 

than a stimulus to useful knowledge.214  Instead, scientific societies have been 

seen as means of social legitimisation by marginalised groups (dissenters, newly 

wealthy manufacturers, doctors), of forming class identity and of controlling the 

lower orders through education.215  While the Royal Cork Institution clearly 

served some of these purposes when it was actively providing scientific lectures, 

the responsibility of fostering science firmly moved on to the Cuvierian and the 
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Scientific from the late 1830s.  These societies, while conforming to many well-

described British scientific societies in some of their particulars, present a new 

perspective on the uses of science in a provincial town.   

 

The arrival of professorial science in the form of the Queenôs College in Cork 

had the immediate effect of strengthening, rather than weakening, local scientific 

societies.  This has been argued in the case of Yorkshire as well as in 

Glasgow.216  However, the Queenôs College initially strengthened one particular 

version of science, that of a gentlemanly pursuit of knowledge best expressed in 

the Cuvierian.  The dominance of the Cuvierian as Corkôs most active scientific 

society from about 1849 to 1869 can be said to have contributed to a separation 

between scientific expert and audience which characterised the Cuvierianôs 1855 

conversazione and the later resurgence of the Scientific.  The presence of the 

Queenôs College professors as members of the Cuvierian Society cemented 

differences between it and the Scientific and permanently altered the manner in 

which science was approached by each society.  The Cuvierian was inspired to 

new efforts in scientific research with the college professors helping to stabilise 

membership.  Conversely, this relatively reclusive society also attracted public 

attention through several conversaziones.  The Scientific, however, went into a 

temporary decline, ceasing their conversaziones, and was generally ignored by 

the professors unless they were invited to deliver lecturers.  It would seem that 

science for rational recreation was provided elsewhere (the 1852 exhibition and 

the 1855 conversaziones, for example) and that the more serious tones of the 

Cuvierian were preferred by local scientific devotees.  However, the pendulum 

eventually swung back in favour of the Scientific as the interest and membership 

in the Cuvierian began to dwindle and as experts such as the president of the 

college joined the Scientific. 

 

Figures 3.3 and 3.4 list the officers, in 1844, of the Literary and Scientific 

Society and the Cuvierian Society respectively.  While there was certainly a mix 

of Christian denominations, in 1844 the Established Church accounted for at 
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least five out of twelve officers of the Scientific and at least three out of twelve 

for the Cuvierian.  With two Unitarians and three Quakers, the Cuvierian had a 

larger selection of known dissenters in 1844 than the Scientific, though 

Unitarians and Quakers were proportionately over-represented in both societies, 

as we might expect.  Each society had at least two Catholics among the officers, 

but this is still quite low given that Catholics accounted for 80% of Irelandôs 

population in 1861.217  The occupations of these same officers were, however, 

extremely close to that predicted by the British provincial societies.  Each society 

represented a mixture of the professions (lawyer, minister, physician) as well as a 

few manufacturers and merchants.  Medical men were in much greater 

abundance at the Cuvierian, making up three of the twelve officers.  

Interestingly, three of the twelve officers of the Scientific were religious officials 

(two ministers of the Established Church and one Catholic priest).  This may 

indicate that expertise was already concentrated in the Cuvierian, as medical men 

would have had formal training in science. 

 

What is also illustrated by the tables in Figures 3.3 and 3.4 is the amount of 

overlap in the leadership of Corkôs societies.  In 1844 they shared five officers.  

There were many similarities between the Cuvierian and the Scientific aside 

from their members.  Both societies made use of the facilities of their óparentô 

organisation, the RCI, holding meetings, soirees and conversaziones in its 

building.  The societies each had relatively small annual subscription fees (10s, 

although the Scientific later reduced theirs to 5s) and the evening meetings were 

taken up with papers read by members.  Both societies controlled access to 

membership by a proposal and balloting process and neither society permitted 

ladies to become members.  However, there were also differences.  Ten years 

later, and once the college had been open for five years, the Cuvierian and the 

Scientific shared only a single officer (John Humphreys, see Figures 3.5 and 3.6).  

Moreover, the Cuvierian had three professors on its council, one of whom was 

the president, while the Scientific had none.  It is hardly surprising that Cork 

could not support two identical scientific societies and therefore that the goals  of 

the Cuvierian and the Scientific diverged further over time.  The Cuvierian 
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regarded itself as a learned body producing original research and thus saw the 

professors as natural additions.  The Scientific, on the other hand, was more of a 

ópopularisingô body, providing education and entertainment for middle-class 

citizens.   

 

This difference reflected a divergence of their goals and activities that grew 

stronger over time.  The Cuvierianôs stated goal was:  

the promotion of a friendly intercourse between those persons who feel a 

pleasure in the cultivation of science and literature and the fine arts, and 

by personal communications, and occasionally, by courses of lectures on 

particular branches, to diffuse more generally the advantages of 

intellectual and scientific pursuits.218 

In contrast, the Scientific and Literary Society was more simply a ósociety for 

promoting knowledge in Science, Literature, Arts and Antiquitiesô.219  The small 

differences in mission statements actually reveal greater differences in activities.  

The Cuvierians were meant to be ócultivatorsô or practitioners of their arts 

whereas the members of the Scientific simply promoted.  John Windele, an 

antiquarian and one of the Cuvierians, classed the Scientific as one of many 

short-lived ódebating societiesô in his Historical and Descriptive Notices of 

Cork.220  While the Cuvierianôs papers often contained original research (albeit 

of an eclectic nature), members of the Scientific propounded rhetoric on topics 

which they had studied. The style of meetings was thus very different.  The 

Cuvierians met on the first Wednesday of every month from October to June at 

7:30 or 8 p. m. seated around a table in the library of the RCI (see Figure 3.7 for 

an invitation to a meeting).221  Papers were often illustrated by items which the 

members brought with them and placed on the table for examination.  For 

example, at one meeting the following items were on display: leaves from some 

trees in Cork, a portion of the trunk of a palm tree washed ashore on Valentia, 

tombstone rubbings, a newspaper from New Zealand and a collection of calculi 

and gall stones.222  The Scientific met every Thursday at 7:30 p. m. in the lecture 
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hall of the RCI from September to May.  (The different meeting days ensured 

that it was possible to participate in both societies, as at least a few individuals 

did.)  In its heyday, the Scientificôs meetings were attended by a larger audience 

than the Cuvierianôs and consisted of a paper followed by a discussion.  Unlike 

the Cuvierian, ladies were permitted to watch from the gallery.  Papers were read 

once in full, and then in parts for discussion at a series of subsequent meetings.  

Thus each meeting consisted of a fresh paper and a portion of an earlier paper, 

each of which might be followed by discussion.223  As we have seen in the plans 

of the RCI (Figures 3.1 and 3.2), meeting in the library meant a gathering of 

equals in an intimate atmosphere, surrounded by the products of knowledge in 

the form of books and possibly museums specimens.  Meeting in the lecture hall, 

by contrast, involved viewing a speaker on a raised platform as one might view 

an actor in a play or a political orator.  However, the Scientific did not allow this 

hierarchical format to preclude discussion, but rather encouraged discussion 

through a system of re-reading papers in pieces. 

 

By 1854, the leadership of the two societies had diverged almost completely, as 

the Cuvierian embraced the college professors first as members and then as 

leaders.  The Scientific, by contrast had engaged the Queenôs College professors 

in a series of monthly lectures on science, designed to attract numbers to the 

meetings of the struggling society.224  Professors George Shaw (natural 

philosophy) and William Hincks (natural history) as well as President Kane gave 

lectures.225  The attendance at these lectures was reported to have been more 

numerous than usual.226  The formula of the Scientific depended on the presence 

of a larger group of members than the Cuvierian, which could properly function 

with no more regular attendees than its officers.  The continued and active role 

played by Richard Dowden in both societies indicates that to one intimately 

involved in their affairs the societies appeared to serve distinct purposes.  These 

distinct purposes were not defined by the class of the members, which 

distinguished mechanicsô institutes from bourgeois scientific societies, but were 

the result of different views of the use of science.  The Cuvierian saw science 
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largely as specialist, expert knowledge, the cultivation of which was a mark of 

distinction.  As we shall see, the Cuvierians wished to be in communication with 

other specialist societies and to be viewed as a part of a larger scientific culture.  

The Scientific, by contrast, saw science as a component of middle-class social 

life and self-improvement.  Expert knowledge could be provided by occasional 

visiting lecturers, the members themselves were not necessarily intended to 

become experts.  Discussion was an important component of meetings as an 

extension of polite parlour conversation.  These contrasts, demonstrated to some 

degree in their memberships, mission statements and style of meeting can be 

further seen in their approaches to conversaziones.   

 

Science and sociability:  the conversazione 

An important component of most nineteenth-century voluntary societies was 

socialising.  While the meetings themselves were undeniably social, most 

societies saw the need for more lavish events on occasion.  These events, usually 

called conversaziones or soireés, were opportunities for infusing the members 

with fresh enthusiasm as well as attracting new members.  The conversazione 

was an evening of music, food, lectures, scientific and artistic displays, 

promenading, seeing and being seen.  Fine art, industry and science bled into one 

another as paintings were displayed alongside specimens and machinery, 

demonstrating the cultural value of scientific knowledge to the middle-class 

audiences present.227   

 

The conversaziones of the Cork Scientific and Literary Society and those of the 

Cuvierian Society further emphasise the differences between the two societies.  

The CSLS hosted conversaziones in 1844, 1845, 1846 and 1866.  The CCS held 

them in 1849, 1850 and 1855.  All the conversaziones, except the two in 1855, 

were held in the rooms of the Royal Cork Institution and attracted hundreds of 

visitors.  The 1855 conversaziones were held in the Athenaeum and each was 

attended by nearly 2,000 people.  The Scientific had adopted the conversazione 

as a regular feature of their annual season until finances no longer permitted the 
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extravagance.  These conversaziones were limited to the friends and family of 

the society and showed science to be an important part of middle-class social life.  

The Cuvierian, by contrast, initiated its first conversazione in an effort to attract 

the Queenôs College professors for membership.  While the early conversaziones 

(1849, 1850) bore striking resemblance to the Scientificôs events of the 1840s, 

the final conversaziones (1855) consolidated the image of the Cuvierians as 

purveyors of expert knowledge as they became demonstrators and lecturers to 

several thousand working-class guests. 

 

The format of these conversaziones was remarkably consistent, and also bore 

similarities to the ones which Samuel Alberti has described in England.228  

Admission was controlled by ticketing which usually required one to be a 

member or invited guest of a member.  Wives and daughters were conspicuously 

present at conversaziones, even if they were not invited to regular meetings of 

the host society.  For example, the Scientificôs 1844 conversazione was open to 

the ómembers, subscribers, and usual visitorsô, and tickets were to be had from 

the RCI or the Cork Library.  Members could introduce two visitors who ómay be 

either two ladies, or a lady and a gentleman, as the member requiring the tickets 

may prefer.ô229  The fashionably dressed crowd would arrive at the designated 

hall around 7 or 8 p.m. and would proceed to perambulate the building 

examining natural history specimens, machinery, paintings, and sculpture and 

sometime participating in experiments.  A band was often playing.  Later, there 

would be refreshments followed by a speech given by the societyôs president or 

an invited guest.  While Alberti reports drinking and revelry at some 

conversaziones in England, the presence of many temperance campaigners 

among the officers of the Cork societies ensured that tea and coffee were the only 

available beverages.   

 

The CSLS conversaziones resembled its meetings, but on a larger scale:  more 

women, more objects, more food.  The two conversaziones which it sponsored 

during the 1844/5 session were the celebrations of a thriving society.  The first, 

on 3 October, opened the new session with a flourish, as the rooms of the RCI 
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were óflooded by a galaxy of fashion and beauty, as well as every man in Cork 

remarkable for taste, literary and scientificô.230  Neither the committee for 

refreshments nor the apparatus committee had disappointed as 220 people were 

treated to tea, coffee, cakes and an array of scientific objects and experiments.  

Most of the items were borrowed from the RCI, which allowed the use of its 

microscope, electromagnetic apparatus, air pump and orrery.231  A second 

conversazione was held at the end of the session, and this time 300 people 

attended, perhaps an indication of the excitement which the first created.  This 

time, while the usual RCI apparatus were again made use of, the most exciting 

display was a demonstration of the electric telegraph, performed by Mr Nott.232  

For his efforts, Mr Nott was elected an honorary member of the society.  From 

the detailed newspaper accounts it is clear that the conversaziones attracted 

public attention which the society required to further build its membership.  The 

conversaziones were immediately followed by the proposal and acceptance of 

new members, lured by the possibility of further exciting events.233 

 

During the 1845/6 session the CSLSôs funds were insufficient for two 

conversaziones, but one did open the session in October.  Mr Nott appeared 

again with his telegraph and an improved electromagnetic device.  Dr Charles 

Yelverton Haines, a member as well as lecturer at the Cork Recognised School of 

Medicine, also presented a galvanic battery.234  The final Scientific and Literary 

conversazione of the 1840s occurred on 1 October 1846.  The numbers attending 

had declined to below 200 people and given the concurrent appearance of the 

potato blight the spirit of celebration must have been difficult to muster.235  In 

fact, the force behind the conversaziones, Richard Dowden, had now to direct his 

determination and spirit to the societyôs survival.  An obituary of this Unitarian 

temperance worker remarked that  
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During those years which followed upon the famine, and when gloom and 

depression hung over everything Irish, this Society felt the prevailing 

influence; and but for the courage, the perseverance, and the versatility of 

Richard Dowden, it had proved to be one of the many victims of the great 

national tribulation.236 

Before the Famine, as the conversaziones indicated, the society had been 

flourishing. Indeed it was the Cuvierian Society which had asked for assistance 

from the Scientific, requesting aid in paying the cost of publishing its Flora and 

Fauna of the County Cork which it had printed in 1845.   

 

The format of the conversaziones was indicative of a successful formula which 

the Scientific had struck upon.  The paper topics at regular meetings were 

eclectic, representing the broad range of tastes among the audience.  Weightier 

subjects such as óThe chemical nature of gasô (delivered by William Sullivan) 

were mixed with papers like óPopular fallaciesô (delivered by Revd Dominick 

Murphy).  The taste for weird and wonderful objects was not neglected.  For 

example, appearing in the 1844/5 session were the following: 

10 October: diagrams and specimens illustrating the circulation of the  

blood 

  7 November: a live rattlesnake from New York 

28 November: various gas meters 

12 December: timber for use in railways 

9 January: greenhouse plants introduced from the tropics, a large  

assortment of mummies including human, cat and  

crocodile 

20 February: specimens (dead) of the flying phalanger and other  

members of the genus opossum from New South Wales 

27 March: a live racoon from New Foundland237 

Thus scientific content was mixed with spectacle and polite conversation.   

 

As indicated by the obituary remarks about Dowden, the Scientific was 

struggling by the time the Queenôs College opened in 1849.  In September of 
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1850 the members voted to reduce the membership fees to 5s and ask the RCI for 

a reduction in room rental as óthe reduction has been made from a desire to 

extend the usefulness of the societyô.238  Nevertheless, the 1850s were a period of 

relative inactivity and disappointing levels of participation.  In 1853 a meeting 

was summoned to discuss the ófurther prospects [of the society], after many of 

the members had expressed their anxiety for its welfare and continuance.ô239  

However, few members appeared for the meeting and it had to be postponed for 

another week.240  Thus the return of the conversazione in 1866 was heralded as a 

sign of the increased strength of the society.  The Cork Examiner remarked that  

It is gratifying to see this Society, which has been so long identified with 

the progress of intellectual cultivation in Cork, is still capable of 

displaying the energy it possessed when the list of its members comprised 

names of more than national importance.241 

Indeed the conversazione marked the increasing importance of the Scientific 

Society, which would rise in importance in the final quarter of the nineteenth 

century.  In the 1870s the Scientific once again attracted ónames of more than 

national importanceô in the form of the Queenôs College president, William 

Sullivan.242   

 

For the Cuvierian, the conversaziones were not simply about middle-class 

socialising.  Instead, in 1849 and 1850 they acted to specifically welcome and 

recruit the professors as members.  In 1849 the Cuvierian was struggling, at least 

financially.  Little had been accomplished since the Flora and Fauna (1845). The 

Cuvierian saw the new professors as potential members and the saving of the 

society.  To entice them to join, they hosted a conversazione.  The conversazione 

was far more of a departure from usual affairs for the Cuvierians than it was for 

the members of the Scientific.  While objects were certainly components of 

Cuvierian meetings, the meetings were generally smaller and more intimate than 

those of the Scientific.  The subjects discussed were almost exclusively scientific 
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or antiquarian.  Nevertheless, on 27 November 1849 the Cuvierians hosted their 

first conversazione.  Once again, the rooms of the RCI were used.  Unlike the 

Scientificôs conversaziones, the guest list was not simply members and their 

appointed visitors.  The professors were specifically invited, although, as several 

Cuvierian and Scientific members had been appointed to professorships, there 

was some overlap.243  The conversazione proceeded in almost identical manner 

to those hosted by the Scientific in the past.  However, the Cuvierians, seeing the 

uniqueness of the occasion, ranged farther and wider for their displays.  The 

objects for inspection included a óself-generating lightô, a collection of natural 

history specimens including Dr Joshua Harveyôs birds, paintings of native birds 

by a Mr R. D. Parker and specimens of electrotype.244  The president, A. F. 

Roche, distributed copies of the Flora and Fauna, a publication which had been 

inspired by the 1843 visit of the British Association.245 A series of addresses 

were given by officers of the Cuvierian Society which explained the work and an 

additional account of the geology of Cork was given by Dr Haines.  Colonel 

Joseph Portlock, Cuvierian vice president and an officer of the Ordnance Survey, 

delivered the feature address.   

  

The conversazione succeeded in exactly the way the CCS had hoped.  New 

interest in the society was aroused, and 15 new members were admitted at the 

next meeting.246  However, it seemed to take a bit longer to entice the professors.  

Only one joined during the 1849-50 session. Nevertheless, the Cuvierians were 

flushed with the success of their foray into scientific socialising and a motion 

was made to plan a further event for the close of the session.  Perhaps having 

learned from his experience with the Scientific, Richard Dowden suggested 

postponing the second event until the beginning of the following session.  So 

once again, the beginning of the fall term was marked by a conversazione.  Over 
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the next year, the professors began to trickle in.  On 6 March 1850, Francis 

Jennings, owner of a chemical factory, proposed Christopher Lane, professor of 

civil engineering.247  On 2 October Edmund Murphy, professor of agriculture was 

proposed.  He was followed by George Boole of mathematics and George Shaw 

of natural philosophy on 6 November.248  In December, after the second 

conversazione, three professors of arts were admitted, along with James Nicol, 

the professor of geology. 249  The second Cuvierian conversazione seemed 

determined not to fall into the rut of repetition which had plagued the Scientificôs 

events.  Larger and more lavish than the last, the display included a portable gas 

factory; working models and sections of locomotives, hydraulic machines, and 

marine engines; three microscopes; óan electrifying machine which formed an 

object of practical amusement to laughing groupsô; insect collections; 

Mediteranean fishes; large botanical drawings; a sun fish; a drawing of the 

Mylodon; handicrafts; and illustrations of native birds.250   

 

While the format and style was the same as that of the Scientificôs 

conversaziones, there were also differences.  Catering to a more prestigious 

audience (described as the óeliteô of Cork by the Cork Examiner), the Cuvierians 

attempted to out do past events.251  Displays included more items and were more 

interactive.  Significantly, many of the items exhibited had been borrowed from 

outside of Cork.  Prestigious men of science had contributed: Robert Ball, the 

director of the Dublin Zoological Gardens and professor at Trinity College, had 

drawn the life-size Mylodon himself; William Henry Harvey, another Trinity 

man, had loaned his botanical drawings; the Queenôs College had lent many of 

their apparatuses.252  Thus both the 1849 and 1850 conversaziones served not 

only to prove to the professors that the society was enjoyably social, but also that 

they were scientifically serious and well-connected.  The Cuvierians sought to 

further reinforce this image by printing the proceedings of the sessions as well as 

the conversaziones.   

                                                 
247 CCS Minute Book, 6 March 1850. 
248 CCS Minute Book, 2 October and 6 November 1850. 
249 CCS Minute Book, 4 December 1850. 
250 óThe Cuvierian Society Soireeô, Cork Examiner, 25 November 1850, p. 2. 
251 Ibid., p. 2. 
252 Reports of the Cork Cuvierian Society for the Cultivation of the Sciences for the sessions 

1849-50 and 1850-51 (Cork, 1851). 



Juliana Adelman PhD NUIGalway 2006 Communities of science 

 144 

 

While the scientific content of conversaziones was significant for demonstrating 

the seriousness and value of the societies, it is fair to say that education was not 

their primary goal.  However, the addition of several professors to the 

Cuvierianôs members and officers and the occurrence of the 1852 National 

Exhibition in Cork changed the CCSôs approach to its 1855 conversaziones.  

These two conversaziones were more like mini-exhibitions and the overtone was 

distinctly one of social progress and harmony rather than the local pursuit of 

knowledge.  They were even located in the Athenaeum, the órecycledô exhibition 

hall.  In addition, the 1855 conversaziones made a clear division between the 

scientific experts and their audience as the displays were operated and explained 

by men of science, rather than being left for individual exploration by the 

audience.  For example, microscopes were demonstrated by Professors Edmund 

Murphy and William Smith while the natural philosophy apparatus (including 

engine models and a galvanic battery) were operated by Professor Shaw.253 

 

The 1855 conversaziones broke with tradition: the audiences were much larger 

and one conversazione was specifically for the working classes.254  The president 

of the Cuvierian in 1855 was George Boole, professor of mathematics at the 

college.  In the 1830s, Boole had been involved in the mechanics institute in 

Lincoln, where he taught many science and mathematics courses for free.255  

Thus his interest in the working-class conversazione must have been significant.  

George Shaw, professor of natural philosophy, had been involved in a multitude 

of civic projects since his arrival in Cork, including the Exhibition.256  Both 

Shaw and Boole spoke at the working-class conversazione and made clear that it 

was not simply about sociability but socialisation.  The displays elevated the 

audience, inspired good behaviour and demonstrated the bond between humans.  

Shaw commented that although some scientific men might view the evening as a 

degradation of science, óas for the Cuvierian Society, we think that the man who 

invents a cheap popular amusement, of an innocent and elevating character, does 
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a great deal of good, and is a benefactor to his kind.ô257  He was careful to notice 

the orderliness and attention of the 1800 artisans and their families as they 

perused the scientific and artistic exhibits on display.  Boole claimed that the 

exhibits spoke of more than simply facts or beauty, rather óthe central bond of the 

arts and sciences must to us at least consist in the idea of humanity, in their 

connexion on the one hand, with the general progress of the race, on the other, 

with the development of the nature of the individual.ô258  The massive working-

class conversazione had been a sort of one-day mechanicsô institute, familiar to 

Boole from England and Shaw from Dublin.  Its appearance in Cork said more 

about the efforts of the Cuvierians to imitate metropolitan examples than to cater 

to the needs of the local working classes.  Tellingly, the working classes had to 

be drawn from outlying towns as there was limited local industry and local 

employers had óencouraged and enabledô their employees and families to attend, 

probably by providing transportation.259  Such encouragement could hardly have 

been resisted in a time when employers had nearly absolute control over workers. 

 

The directors of the RCI were impressed with with event and sent a 

memorandum to the Cuvierians expressing their pleasure at the working-class 

conversazione, an event for which they were óentitled to the thanks of every lover 

of progressô.260  An event which had previously been a celebration of the 

accomplishments of a middle-class society had now been explicitly harnessed for 

the indoctrination of all classes into a narrative of social progress.  The 

introduction of a working-class audience further distanced the scientific experts 

from the attendees.  Previous conversaziones had been socially exclusiveðthey 

were limited to friends of the society or to the middle and upper-middle classes.  

While this new conversazione was inclusive in one sense, it clearly distinguished 

between knowledge-makers and knowledge-receivers.  Interestingly, the 

Cuvierians never hosted another conversazione despite their success in 1855.  

Perhaps their finances did not allow for such regular expenditure or maybe the 

departure of  members such as Dowden (who died in 1861) and Shaw (who left 

for Dublin in 1856) diminished the stock of conversazione enthusiasts.  The 
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event only returned to Cork in 1866 when the Scientific Society hosted one, 

resuming the traditional format of members and guests congregating at the RCI.  

The conversazione was considered a regular component of CSLS activities, when 

they could afford it.  These events reflected the Scientificôs view of science as a 

means of facilitating middle-class socialising.  The CCS, by contrast, made use 

of the conversazione for two specific purposes: first, to attract the attention of the 

professors and second, to offer working-class education 

 

Science and expertise: the decline of the Cuvierian Society 

The conversaziones demonstrate that the Cuvierian and the Scientific were 

different in their approaches to ópublicô displays of science.  In their private 

activities too, the Cuvieriansô more intimate meetings suggest a small circle of 

experts very different from the oratory and debate format of the Scientific.  Many 

of these differences were in place before the Queenôs College arrived, but the 

Cuvierians attempted to cement them in several ways which aimed at (and 

succeeded in) encouraging professorial participation in their activities.  First, 

they divided the society into departments, similar to the academic divisions of 

the college or the sections of the British Association for the Advancement of 

Science.  Second, they began to print transactions (albeit irregularly).  Third, they 

focussed on developing local expertise by collecting data on local natural history 

and antiquities. 

 

Although the RCI and its staff had been rejected as the foundation of the new 

college, when the professorial appointments were made, some local men were 

represented: Henry Hennessy became librarian, Sir Robert Kane became 

president, and several local medical men including Dr Denis OôConnor, Dr 

Joshua Harvey and Dr Thomas Shinkwin took up posts in the Queenôs College 

medical school.261  The first scientific professors in Cork were George Shaw 

(natural philosophy), William Hincks (natural history), James Nicol (geology), 

Christopher Lane (civil engineering) and Edmund Murphy (agriculture), though 

only Murphy and Shaw lasted past 1853.  In the mean-time, Shaw, as we have 

seen, was deeply involved in civic scientific culture in Cork.  Hincks, despite his 
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father having established the RCI, made very few appearances at society 

meetings.  His replacement, Joseph Reay Green, was involved in the Cuvierian 

Society from 1858.  Nicol was replaced by Robert Harkness, who was a steady 

contributor to the Cuvierian for the duration of his life (he died in 1878).  

Murphy was vice president of the CCS in 1856 and president in 1858.  The most 

striking thing about the professorsô involvement in local scientific culture is that, 

with the exception of the local medical men, their contributions were made 

exclusively to the Cuvierian Society.  The Cuvierians, through their early 

conversaziones, had actively sought the professors and then attempted to change 

the societyôs format to suit these new members. 

 

As Professor Lane was being proposed for membership in March 1850, the able 

secretary, Richard Dowden also proposed óThat the Society be specially 

summoned to consider the propriety of modifying its arrangement, for the 

purpose of making it more practically useful.ô262  Dowdenôs idea for 

improvement consisted of dividing the society into committees according to 

specialisation and revising the societyôs regulations and mission statement.  He 

also wished to change the name of the society to the óCork Cuvierian Society and 

Atheneumô.  (This was before the building of the Cork Athenaeum and was a 

popular name for intellectual societies in the nineteenth century.) The society 

adopted new regulations which appear identical to the old regulations as 

described by Windele but once again emphasised that the Cuvierians were to 

ófeel a pleasure in the cultivation of science and literature and the fine artsô.263  

 

However, Dowdenôs alterations did result in a new structure of specialised 

committees.  These committees were to have separate meetings and to agree on 

how to best further the pursuit of their subject area.  In addition they would be 

required to óconduct any inquiries directed by the society or the council, and to 

obtain papers or reports to be read before the society.ô264  The four committees 

created were natural history, physical and experimental science, statistics and 

political economy, and agriculture and arts, reflecting a distinctly scientific 
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weighting of the societyôs activities.  Despite the fact that several antiquarians 

were active in its membership, antiquities was included with industry as a second 

half of the óagriculture and artsô committee.  The society had effectively split 

itself into academic departments mimicking the arrangement of the college.   

 

In his opening address for the 1849-50 session, given at the soiree for the 

professors, president Charles Yelverton Haines outlined the alterations which 

were taking place in the society, emphasising how they would make the CCS 

more useful and appealing.  Through the division into subject area committees, 

Haines said: 

it is hoped that our Society may act up more practically to the principles 

of progress, seeking active cooperation by the admission of new 

members, and demanding that aid externally which may be rendered in so 

many ways by our friends.265 

The Cuvierian saw itself as a learned body, but realised that without the trappings 

of other such societies it might have trouble attracting the interest of persons 

familiar with more prestigious organisations.  To compensate, it set about 

acquiring what the members saw as the proper components of a society: 

published transactions, designated committees and a presence in public social life 

(provided by the conversaziones). 

 

The results of the organisational changes and the new spirit which they infused 

into the society became immediately obvious in the natural history section.  By 

the end of 1850, the natural history committee had decided its mission.  In 

reporting back to the society as a whole it promised an ambitious programme: to 

complete the flora and fauna of the county and óby correspondence with 

naturalists in other parts of the provinces, to extend their inquiries.ô266  The 

section seemed to take to its new mandate and its members reported on new 

species of flora and fauna at each monthly meeting.  Heading up this section was 

Dr Harvey, who had previously had charge of the work on the Flora and Fauna 

(1845).267  Harvey was clearly an enthusiastic naturalist and collector: he had 
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illustrated his talk on local fauna to the British Association in 1843 with his own 

stuffed specimens.268  Using the published pamphlet as a starting point, the other 

members of committee, Isaac Carroll and Robert Olden, began to add to the 

species lists.  Carrollôs additions, at least, were recorded by the secretary of the 

society, John Humphreys on the pamphlet itself.269 

 

At the start of 1851 there were monthly additions: Harvey contributed a paper on 

additions to the fauna, Carroll added several plants and Joseph Wright and 

Humphreys contributed lists of marine and freshwater molluscs.270  Wright even 

proposed a detailed study of the behaviour of molluscs which he had begun by 

observing several of his specimens in captivity.271  During this period, although 

several of the professors were regularly contributing to the society, the natural 

history section was dominated by local amateurs.  However, the new committee 

for 1851-2 included James Nicol, professor of geology.  The accumulation of 

information continued, with Carroll reporting on the first sighting of a species of 

algae in Ireland which he had made in Cork.  Carroll had added to the authority 

of his finding by sending it to Dr William Henry Harvey of Trinity College, 

Dublin for confirmation. Over the next several months, Carroll and newly-

admitted Samuel Wright made additions to the countyôs marine fauna, based on 

the results of their summer dredging expeditions in Cork Harbour.272      

 

This accumulation of facts seemed to press upon the CCS the need to publish.  

While brief accounts of the meetings were consistently provided in the press, the 

Cuvierians were now seeking a larger audience.  Speaking in January of 1851, 

after Dr Harvey had presented an array of additions to Corkôs fauna, Colonel 

Portlock óhoped that the society would adopt some method for preserving such 

valuable papers as this, as the monthly abstract published in the newspapers was 

not sufficient, and it was most important to study natural history locally, as it was 

the best way of arriving at the geographical distribution of speciesô.273  Thus the 

Cuvierians decided to print a summary of the yearôs transactions, along with the 
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presidentôs incoming and outgoing speeches.  Copies were sent to other learned 

bodies in Ireland, including the Royal Dublin Society and the Royal Irish 

Academy.  In addition, this pamphlet was added to the extra copies of the Flora 

and Fauna as an item to be used as a gift or to be exchanged for transactions of 

other societies.  When the Natural History Review was begun in 1854, it called 

itself an organ of Irelandôs scientific societies and listed the Cork Cuvierian 

among them.274   

 

Other writers have claimed that the Cuvierian disappeared sometime in the 

1860s.  In 1859, Brian Codyôs guide to Cork claimed the Cuvierian Society was 

scarcely heard of, defeated by squabbling among sections (the antiquarians 

versus the scientific men).275  By 1949 any memory of the Cuvierian Society had 

vanished among the Irish scientific community: Robert Lloyd Praeger listed the 

society in Some Irish Naturalists but claimed he could find no information on it 

aside from the 1845 Flora and Fauna.276  Other writers have dismissed the final 

years of the society as a period of inactivity and decline.277  In fact, while the 

1850s were to be the peak of the Cuvierianôs public image, with its several 

opulent soirees to science, the 1860s were a period of steady scientific activity on 

the part of its members.  Instead of bitter infighting between the antiquarian and 

scientifically minded members, there was cooperation in a wave of enthusiasm 

for cave exploration.  Perhaps the zoologists and botanists had been alienated, 

but the geologists had found their niche.  Joseph Wright and Professor Robert 

Harkness actively collected fossils, samples of geological strata, stone tools and 

bits of fossilised animal bone alongside their antiquarian friends John Windele 

and the Richards Sainthill and Caulfield.278  While the Cuvierian had no 

publication of its own, and a lazy secretary had ceased recording minutes aside 

from pasting in newspaper summaries, Wright and Harkness were busily 

publishing in geological and other scientific journals.  The cave exploration was 
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exciting enough to detain Colonel Lane Fox, later Pitt-Rivers, for a spell in Cork 

where he participated in the expeditions and the Cuvierianôs meetings.279   

 

Yet as a major contributor towards Corkôs public intellectual life, the Cuvierian 

Society had definitely declined.  It no longer seemed interested in quenching the 

publicôs thirst for knowledge and instead was content with producing esoteric 

knowledge intended for the eyes and approbation of other specialists.  

Interestingly, this period also saw the revival of the sectional committees: this 

time limited to Geology and Antiquities.  The Cuvierian had become, in some 

ways, a legitimate scientific body, boasting a Fellow of the Geological Society 

(Wright) and one of the Royal Society (Harkness) among its members.  

However, these individuals had become the life blood of the society and as they 

died or left town there were none to replace them.  Young enthusiasts did not 

need the expertise of the Cuvierians, they had access to the professors at the 

college.  The technical nature of the research presented at meetings meant that 

those in search of rational recreation migrated to the Scientific and Literary 

Society.  Others, such as Isaac Carroll, had been helped into a scientific network 

partly by the society, but found that they no longer needed it once connections 

were established.  Carroll continued his botanical research until his death in 

1880, but he ceased participating in the Cuvierian before 1870.  He did, however, 

contribute to Alexander Goodman Moreôs Cybele Hibernica (1866) and continue 

to correspond with numerous Irish and British naturalists.280  Carroll was not 

forgotten by Praeger and his publications and notes were treasured as particularly 

accurate.281 

 

Despite much rhetoric on the importance of publishing, the Cuvierian only 

occasionally appeared in print.  Its two pamphlets appeared in 1852 and 1855, 

but it never published a revised flora and fauna nor did it print annual 

transactions.  The Natural History Review was short-lived and thus did not 

provid a consistent outlet.  As we shall see in the final chapter of this 

dissertation, print communication was a vital means of engaging with the broader 
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scientific community as well as the public at large.  As a private club which did 

not publish regular transactions, the Cuvierian was doomed to fade away, at least 

in historical memory.  Without developing the necessary means of establishing 

itself among an international group of specialist scientific societies, the Cuvierian 

could not incorporate itself successfully into this ópublicô either.  Without regular 

social events such as the conversazione, it failed to attract substantial numbers of 

new members.  The Cuvierian slowly faded from public life and memory and 

eventually ceased meeting.  Its prominent members presented their work to 

metropolitan societies such as the Royal Irish Academy and the Geological 

Society of London.  The demise of the Cuvierian is in contrast to the rise of the 

CSLS which still exists to this day. 

 

Conclusion 

At the opening of the Queenôs College in 1849 Cork boasted three scientific 

institutions although one (the RCI) was virtually inactive.  By the 1870s, only the 

Scientific and Literary Society was still active and in 1892 the Cork Naturalistsô 

Field Club was founded at one of its meetings.282  This was despite the relatively 

greater activity of the Cuvierian Society through the 1860s.  The field club could 

be seen as a resurgence of the role of the Cuvierianôs natural history committee: 

it focussed on collecting data about local natural history.  At an 1896 meeting of 

the field club, the Cuvierian Society was referred to as being óas extinct as the 

Irish Elkô, which raised a response from a surviving member in the audience who 

replied that although the society had not met in almost twenty years he óobjected 

to be [sic] relegated to the Pleistocene periodô!283   

 

The transitions in the style of science which dominated Corkôs intellectual and 

public spheres after the arrival of the college were directly influenced by the 

presence of the professors.  In Cork, after the arrival of the Queenôs College, the 

idea of science as knowledge available to, and useful to, the middle class as a 

form of entertainment became temporarily less fashionable and Corkonians 
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inside and out of the college attempted to establish the Cuvierian as a learned 

scientific body, on par with other such organisations in Britain.  This is 

comparable to the influence that the 1843 Cork meeting of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science had: its eminent arrival led to 

increased activity by the Cuvierians and a concerted effort to collect natural 

history data.  The meeting was followed by the printing of the results, in the 

Flora and Fauna, that had been encouraged by members of the BAAS.284  The 

type of science that the Cuvierians favoured had a limited audience and was 

eventually unable to sustain itself as members moved on or passed away.  The 

fading of the Cuvierian seemed to allow the resurgence of the Scientific, and its 

endorsement by the president of the Queenôs College ensured its stability for a 

number of years.  óScientific and Literaryô societies were also founded as student 

organisations in each of the other Queenôs Colleges and functioned very much as 

debating societies, where the priority was on rhetorical ability rather than 

expertise in subject matter.285 

 

Corkôs scientific culture during the nineteenth century is perhaps most 

comparable to Belfast.286  As we shall see in the next chapter, there was a 

substantial local scientific community in Belfast before the arrival of the college.  

One of its longest-standing societies, the Belfast Natural History Society 

(BNHS), was also strengthened to a degree by adding professors as new 

members, but it never developed any dependence on their interest.  The BNHSôs 

involvement in large-scale civic projects (such as the museum and botanic 

garden) made it a significant independent presence.287  Galway, by contrast, had 

a very limited scientific culture before the arrival of the college.  This may be 

partly attributed to the lack of a middle class who, as we have seen, were mostly 

responsible for these organisations in Cork.  The most significant extant 

scientific society in Galway in the 1840s was the Royal Galway Institution, 
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which also attracted some of the college professors as members.  In this it was 

similar to the Cuvierian, but it actually functioned much like the RCI:  the RGI 

met irregularly and conducted little if any scientific work itself, but occasionally 

hosted scientific lectures.  These lectures were often delivered by professors or 

were applied for through the governmentôs Committee of Lectures scheme.288  

 

Unlike some of Belfastôs societies, Corkôs societies did not focus on improving 

local industry or farming and were more concerned with science as an 

intellectual discipline than its practical applications.  There were occasional 

campaigns, supported by members of the RCI, Cuvierian and the Scientific, such 

as that for the 1852 industrial exhibition and the Munster Model Farm.  

However, the running of the Model Farm was then left to the government and the 

Queenôs College, without direct involvement from the societies.  In Belfast, 

which will be discussed in the next chapter, local institutions were directly 

involved in attempting to institute changes to agricultural and industrial practice. 
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Figure 3.1:  Architectural drawings of the Royal Cork Institution, including front façade and three floor plans.  Note the indication by the  

architect of wear on the front of the building.  On the next page, note the ground floor lecture room (the meeting place of the Cork Scientific and  

Literary Society) and the library (meeting place of the Cork Cuvierian Society).  Authorôs own photographs, originals at OPW 5HC/4/900,  

National Archives of Ireland, Dublin. 
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Figure 3.2:  Floor plan of the Cork Athenaeum.  Authorôs own photograph, original at OPW 5HC/4/935, National Archives, Dublin. 

 

 


