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Newcomers can be forgiven for thinking that art and science have always been two disconnected
academic disciplines. For C. P. Snow, art (in his case literature) and science were locked in a war
of mutual incomprehension.[1] Snow’s lament can be said to underlie the field of “art and
science,” one rooted in the separate disciplinary categories of “art” and “science.” While there
have been scholars who have traversed that founding gap [2], to my mind, it was Bruno Latour’s
“thick description” of what transpired in the laboratory that changed the para-disciplinary
gambit.[3] Art historians began to find analogies of the dynamic continuum between artistic
intention and artwork reception in scientific practice. The ground was laid for not art-and-science
but what I call “art-science” studies—writing that took, as one of its tasks, the dissolution of the
very boundary that cleaved art from science.[4]

Stephanie O’Rourke’s Art, Science, and the Body in Early Romanticism falls squarely within this
new brand of art-science scholarship. For this reader, the book’s greatest achievement lies in its
robust integration of these two seemingly disconnected fields. For the first time, the book brings
Social (or New Formalist) Art History—with its attendant rigors of looking and thinking of the
formal properties of works of art as emerging out of their social contexts—into serious
conversation with Science Studies, represented, for her, by the work of Steven Shapin, Simon
Schaffer, and Lorraine Daston.[5] In O’Rourke’s capacious definition, encompassing what was
in the early-nineteenth century considered “natural history” and “natural philosophy,” science is
“the general theoretical and academic pursuit of knowledge rather than the empirical study of
natural phenomena” (p. 11).

But what exactly counted as knowledge wasn’t so clear in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.[6] What makes her three artists—Loutherbourg, Fuseli, and Girodet—potent case
studies is that all of them had a foot in popular science, and such science problematized
knowledge as a category. Loutherbourg more than dabbled in mesmerism, Fuseli plumbed the
depths of physiognomy, while Girodet was fascinated by electricity. Each of these phenomena
wavered between science and pseudo-science, “[straddling] the boundaries of earnest academic
study and pure recreation, boundaries that were not yet fully established or enforced” (p. 4).
Taking these fugitive social phenomena seriously allows O’Rourke not to read the science (or
art) from the point of view of the legitimizing academy, scientific or artistic. Central to such
popular science was the way the body, that crucial medium of knowledge, moved within—at
times accommodating, at times resisting—such public spaces. Yet in opening her investigation to
popular science, O’Rourke is not simply pluralizing. Rather, it is in these para- or pseudo-
sciences that we can best see the pressures put on empiricism, on fact production as such. In
O’Rourke’s brand of art-science scholarship, science needs its uptake by culture in order to gain



traction, to even appear as science. She’s thus less interested in what truth was, than in the
conditions of knowledge, and the variegated ways in which knowledge was produced and
circulated. Moving beyond a simple determination of true/false with regard to mesmerism,
physiognomy, or electricity, she considers these phenomena as posing problems for the
definition of science from the get go.[7]

One flank that she leaves relatively exposed, however, is that of religion, especially esoteric
religion, superstition, and the occult. This mostly applies to Loutherbourg and Fuseli.[8]
Although she cites scholarship that pays attention to the “the spread of occultist heterodoxy,”[9]
there remains the nagging assumption in her book that religion or the spiritual does not count as
knowledge.[10] O’Rourke could have pointed out that the emergence of various heterodoxies
and spiritualisms was part of a revival of religion in the eighteenth century, as part of
secularism.[11] Within anthropology, new studies have shown the efficacy of esotericism,
spiritualism, or magic.[12] Some of her images (e.g., the Mesmer print on p. 28) tap into an older
vein of iconoclastic, anti-Catholic imagery, which itself attempted to replace false beliefs with
true ones, but risked constant reversal. Does such reversal undermine, or shore up, knowledge?

Insofar as her book involves spectacles and artworks that push the limits of credulity, it could
have benefited from an engagement with belief. Belief may explain, for example, why people
continued their interest in mesmerism long after it had been discredited (p. 24). We often think of
belief as occurring after a process of looking and experimentation. Here it functions like
conviction—a confirmation of prior, inductive knowing. But what if belief is at the beginning of
the process—what if perception requires belief?[13] Though her discussions of scientific
spectacles are generally probing, she tends to demystify (pp. 27-29, pp. 130-33). Her stronger
discussions, in contrast, show an awareness that illusion, trickery, and magic had diverse effects.
The decades-long shift she tracks from the fall of empirical, bodily knowledge to the rise of
mechanical objectivity may have been concurrent with an uptick of belief across art and science.
Another way of saying this is that truth and belief should have been entwined, rather than
oppositional, in her book.

One can find the book’s strengths—and limitations—in her reading of a 1794 print by Helman
after Monnet of the execution of Louis XVI, which O’Rourke uses to demonstrate that the scene
is “a moment not of action but of belated display” (p. 168), and the “non-synchronicity of the
guillotine with the perceptual capacities of the human body” (p. 166). In the print, an executioner
holds up the king’s severed head to the crowd below, and O’Rourke rightly notes the strange
paralleling of the gestures of the audience with the executioner/guillotine, which she argues is
evidence of a form of virtual, spectatorial participation. With its almost scientific display of the
king’s head, the print wants to finalize the execution, by showing its assent by the crowd. But
what is truth or knowledge in a situation like this? The participants’ raised arms curiously recall
idol worship, and raises the iconoclastic paradox whereby the thing being destroyed is
simultaneously the thing venerated. Is the king still being idolized? And what about the fact that
the executioner’s pose resembles Perseus, triumphantly holding up Medusa’s severed head? As
Neil Hertz has famously argued, the Medusa fantasy was called up by hysterical men like Victor
Hugo and Maxime du Camp, in moments of extreme pressure.[ 14] But the Medusa image held
contradictory psycho-sexual associations, alternating between threat (by castration) and comfort
(as fetish or substitute). Was this print, then, simply affirming the power of the Revolutionaries,
against the political order they had just overthrown? Or were they trying—desperately, but also



brilliantly—to figure or appropriate, via symbols, the absent center and origin of politics? When
the Jacobins mistakenly appropriated the historically-incorrect, drooping Phrygian cap, it
allowed them to all-the-more potently perform a psychosexual magic trick on its viewers,
convincing enemies of their own phallic detumescence. Rather than simply furthering their cause
with science, the Revolutionaries deployed belief as epistemology, as much as they traded in the
irrational. Demolishing the foundations of the political order required finding suitable
replacements—fetishes—for it. Better to anticipate (control) one’s reversals.

Since the 1960s, we’ve been exiting a period in which we harbored thoughts of reason’s
dominance in the human mind. Reason and vision had always been correlated, at least since the
seventeenth century (call this empiricism). But what is this new landscape we are entering by
which rational vision takes its place beside other modes of being—various, diverse ways of
inhabiting the world? O’Rourke’s beautifully written, crisply argued book begins to ask this
question.
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properties of works of art in relation to social context (or the two-way relationship between art
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scientific knowledge seriously. See for example, The Science Studies Reader, ed. Mario Biagioli
(New York: Routledge, 1999).

[6] I would say that art-science studies is interested in the epistemological conditions and limits
of art and science, whereas art-and-science studies is not. Art-and-science studies tend to see
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