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APPETITE FOR THE MAGNIFICENT

Plumbing the depths of
the aquarium: An essay on

Philip Henry Gosse

1 Philip Henry Gosse, The
Aquarium: An Unveiling of
the Wonders of the Deep
Sea, London: John van
Voorst, 1856 (2nd edition,
1st edition 1854), p. 2.

2 Ibid., p. 3.

3 Ibid., p. 3. The original
Mormon verse is from 3rd
Nephi 14:25: "And the

L] rain descended, and the
14 floods came, and the winds
blew, and beat upon that
i house; and it fell not, for it
: was founded upon a rock.”
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It is perhaps no coincidence that it was Philip Henry Gosse -
the son of an itinerant painter of Miniature portraits and

a gifted draughtsman in his own right -, a passionate and
widely travelled naturalist as well as a deeply devout

and apocalyptically-minded evangelical, in other words a
man in whose mind art, science ang religion were inex-
tricably bound up together who was to popularize house-
hold and public aquariums in the mid-19th century.

A LIVING NATURAL HISTORY

Gosse's book The Aquarium: An Unveiling of the Won-
ders of the Deep Sea (1854) ushered in a Victorian and even-
tually worldwide craze for home and public aquariums.

In his idiosyncratic blend of scientific and panegyric prose,
the English naturalist (b. 1810 in Worcester, d. 1888 in

St. Marychurch) initiated readers into the secrets of marine
life, showed how underwater worlds could be transferred
into the home and explained why this was an activity
pleasing to the Lord, reaching lay readers as well as profes-
sional zoologists and botanists. Wonders turned out

to be a bestseller. And England’s drawing rooms turned
into “wet rooms”.
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Ibid., p. 221.
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It attests to the Weltgeist's sense of humour
that glass enclosures for people and things de-
veloped in the mid-19*century at the same
time as glass enclosures for aquatic flora and
fauna. Based on the architectural principles

of Gothic cathedrals and consequently endowed
with a latent religiosity, the industrial vivarium
of London’s Crystal Palace turned the visitors
into zoo animals, so to speak, while in the
aquarium, especially the home aquarium, once-
obscure sea creatures took on human traits.
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