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   A hundred times might you fancy you saw the type, the very original of this description, tracing line by line, and image by image, the details of the picture; and acknowledging, as you proceed, the minute truthfulness with which it has been drawn. For such is the loveliness of nature in these secluded reservoirs, that the accomplished poet, when depicting the gorgeous scenes of eastern mythology, scenes the wildest and most extravagant that imagination could paint, drew not upon the resources of his prolific fancy for imagery here, but was well content to jot down the simple lineaments of nature, as he saw her in plain homely England.
 (Naturalist's Rambles 187–88)
 
 The delight that Philip Henry Gosse experienced among the rocks of the English coast, peering into "one after another of the thousand tide-pools," is matched only by his reverence for observed truths (186). It is a reverence so complete that it could even encompass Robert Southey's "The Curse of Kehama" (1810), a stanza of which precedes and inspires the appreciative lines we have just heard from A Naturalist's Rambles on the Devonshire Coast (1853). Southey's use of tide-pool scenery—"And here were coral-bowers / And grots of madrepores, / And banks of sponge"—transports Gosse to those rocky pools, where his experience of the sea creatures and plants of the British shoreline oddly enables him to confirm the "minute truthfulness" of a scene embedded within a Romantic oriental epic (qtd. in Naturalist's Rambles 187). For Gosse the poem ratifies not only his own sense of wonder in the shoreline, but more importantly, his conviction that observed truths can be captured, particularly in their smallest or most minute form. If it is ironic that Gosse finds evidence of "plain homely England" and her natural details in a work such as "Kehama," it is more so when one considers that his son Edmund would have us remember that his father forbade his reading novels. Whether or not Gosse was as prejudiced toward fiction as his son suggests, his narratives of the tide pool approach the realm of the literary. More particularly, with the eminence accorded within these natural histories to detail, [End Page 153] they model a pattern of observation and a justification for that observation analogous to literary realism and its commitment to the commonplace and the everyday. Gosse and his tide pools point in fact toward a blurred space between literary effects and scientific claims to the real: to the shoreline, where each version of "realism" depends for its force upon the other.
 My focus, then, is on the shoreline natural histories of Philip Henry Gosse. One reason to revisit these texts is to revise our usual sense of Gosse's position within the mid- to late-Victorian scientific field—as the exemplar of the wistful and resistant reaction to Darwinian theory, an image that his son inaugurated in Father and Son (1907)—and to reclaim for us the cultural status and epistemological impact of the sort of work Gosse performed.1 The distance between Gosse, and the popular natural history of which he was the most widely known practitioner, and Charles Darwin is far less than the history of science narratives still embedded within literary studies would have us believe. Both men worked within the broad rubric of natural history, even if Darwin's undertakings in natural history would lead him to let go of the idea to which Gosse so insistently clung: that is, the idea of a natural world with a fixed order of creation. And although Darwin would not have draped his prose in the religious references to which Gosse was not only habituated but committed, like Gosse he grounded his investigations in inductive observation. Gosse was a correspondent and admirer of Darwin, especially for his work on barnacles, and if he parted with Darwin it was solely (if not inconsequentially) because of the theoretical implications of On the Origin of Species (1859), and not because they were engaged in such dissimilar methodological practices.
 I turn to Gosse's tide pools and his persistent...
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