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SEEING NATURE AS A DUMB MACHINE: 
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The Early Modern Literature Forum is an opportunity for 
those working on English and European literature and drama, 
1500-1800 (or in related fields, such as history, philosophy, 
music, or the history of art) to share research and engage in 
discussion about texts and issues of common interest. Regular 
fortnightly meetings will take place on Fridays at 4:00pm in 
Room 202A of the Learning and Innovation Building on the UQ 
St Lucia campus. For further information contact Ross Knecht 
(r.knecht@uq.edu.au) or Brandon Chua (b.chua@uq.edu.au)
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This paper argues that the rise of politeness in eighteenth-
century Britain contributed to a transformation in the 
dominant image of the land and the rural poor, from noisy to 
quiet.  Such a transformation was intimately related to a shift 
in the self-image of the gentleman from an agrarian warrior 
to an urbane citizen, leading to an attendant downgrading of 
the ethos of martial virtue.  But it was also deeply implicated 
in the privileging of vision over sound as a medium of 
perception and cognition, a development well exemplified 
by the emergence of that embodiment of modern politeness, 
the English landscape garden.  As this paper shows, the 
development of the landscape garden was indicative of the 
way in which the land came to be imagined as a silent 
landscape to be apprehended in exclusively visual terms.  
Over the course of the eighteenth century, seeing nature as a 
‘dumb machine’, to quote Lord Shaftesbury, became an 
important index of civility, evidence of the successful 
refinement of the passions into manners.

Dr Peter Denney is a lecturer in the School of Humanities 
at Griffith University. He works on the literature and 
history of Britain in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, focusing on landscape, soundscape, plebeian 
culture, working-class writing, elite attitudes to the poor, 
and radical politics in the 1790s. He completed his PhD at 
the Centre for Eighteenth Century Studies at the 
University of York, and was previously a postdoctoral 
fellow at the University of Sydney.  Current projects 
include a monograph on changing perceptions of the 
rural soundscape in the late eighteenth century and an 
ARC-funded study of the relationship between noise and 
civility in the same period.  He is also actively engaged in 
research on popular radical culture in late Georgian 
London, and depictions of the acoustic environment in 
the British Empire during the Romantic age, focusing on 
artists and travel writers in India, Australia, the Pacific, 
and the Caribbean. 
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