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 Introduction

IN SEPTEMBER 1866, the American consul to Mauritius, fresh off the boat, paid a visit to the Boston publisher James T. Fields. He carried precious cargo with him, though it was not intended for Fields, but rather for the man known as America’s greatest naturalist, the man everyone wanted to see when they came to Cambridge: Louis Agassiz. In the consul’s luggage were two complete skeletons of the extinct flightless bird known as the dodo. Fields made sure that Agassiz received the bones forthwith. They were not perfect skeletons, Agassiz decided, but it was good to have them anyway. When Fields, making conversation, asked if “the Dodo were good enough to eat,” Agassiz’s face lit up. “Yes, indeed!” he said, in his French-inflected English. “What a peety we could not have the Dodo at our club. A good dinner is humanity’s greatest blessing!” Unfortunately, the Dutch had beaten them on that score and killed all the dodos. But at least there were the bones. Agassiz put them in his museum.1

Surely Agassiz was joking in that response to Fields. The image of the illustrious members of the Saturday Club—among them the poet and publisher Fields, the poet and doctor Oliver Wendell Holmes, the poet and professor James Russell Lowell, and the philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson—feasting on dodo at the dinner table at Boston’s Parker Hotel is absurd enough, and Annie Fields likely had some fun including this passage in her postmortem biography of James Fields. And yet the anecdote says much about the appeal Agassiz had for his fellow Americans: an expert on all manner of things living and dead, he kept his mind firmly trained on the enjoyment of life. In Agassiz, Americans had found the “lusty laugh that the Puritan forgot,”2 Oliver Wendell Holmes once said. Agassiz was a bon vivant. He worked hard, harder than anyone these New England literati had ever known, but he also knew how to live life to the fullest. And a well-stocked dinner table defined Agassiz’s world in more than one way. In a later conversation, Fields asked Agassiz if he thought man would ever figure out the mystery of life and death. Agassiz pointed at the food they were about to eat: “I am sure he will,” he replied. “The time will come when these things will be made as clear as the table spread out before us.”3 We are still waiting for that time, it seems. Ironically, in a sense the dodo has outlived Agassiz, its would-be consumer: its skeleton (or at least the skeleton of some dodo) even today greets the visitor to Agassiz’s museum, still known as the Museum of Comparative Zoology.

 


 The story of the consul from Mauritius, with his dodo skeletons destined for Agassiz’s museum, illustrates well the worldwide fame Louis Agassiz enjoyed. The details of his fabulous life had become the stuff of legend. Popularizer of the ice age, climber of mountain peaks, dredger of the deep seas, describer of fossil fish and jellyfish, taxonomist of turtles—Agassiz had done it all. He had given America its greatest science museum at the time, and he founded, on Penikese Island off the coast of Massachusetts, the first serious summer school in natural history, actively welcoming women as participants. At Harvard, he assembled around him the best and brightest young men of his time, thus creating, arguably, the first American graduate school. Born in full view of the stately snow-clad mountains of Switzerland, on the shores of lac de Neuchâtel, where he had first taught science to schoolchildren, Agassiz was mentored by the great naturalists Georges Cuvier and Alexander von Humboldt. When he came to the United States in 1846, not even forty years old, it seemed as if the New World had always been waiting for him.

Agassiz took to America like a fish to water. His unorthodox religious views resonated with New England Unitarianism, but he brought to them a scientific rigor and an uncompromising seriousness that his new friends, among them Ralph Waldo Emerson and James Russell Lowell, could only dream about. Agassiz’s God, James Russell Lowell once said, in a poem dripping with admiration, was “very God.”4 Agassiz was never an orthodox believer or churchgoer, but his science was infused with the presence of the divine, which he found wherever he went: in Swiss glaciers, American lakes, and the Amazonian rain forest.

 Industrious he certainly was: Agassiz published over four hundred scientific books and papers in his lifetime, most of which “could be consulted productively today by workers in the field,” according to David C. Smith and Harold W. Borns of the University of Maine’s Climate Change Institute.5 A few years ago, a massive volume containing interviews with over fifty scientists gave tribute to what the book’s very title identified as Agassiz’s Legacy.6 Many of those interviews had taken place at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution on Cape Cod, not far from Penikese Island, where Agassiz had founded his Anderson School of Natural History, seen by many as the direct ancestor of Woods Hole. Agassiz had taught his students to find, observe, and ask questions about creatures in their own environments, and this is precisely what, according to the interviews, biology professors are still doing today, at Woods Hole as well as at Stanford University’s Hopkins Marine Station, which was the creation of Agassiz’s former student David Starr Jordan. The photograph on the cover of Agassiz’s Legacy shows a scene Agassiz would have enjoyed. The biologist Don Abbott and a young female student (Gabrielle Nevitt, who would later teach at the University of California–Davis) are gathering sponges in an intertidal zone off Hopkins Marine Station. Abbott, white-haired and distinguished-looking, is up to his knees in an intertidal pool, gazing at an open jar in his hand, while his student, kneeling on the slippery rocks, is about to close hers. This kind of intimacy—with nature, students, other scientists—was what Agassiz craved more than anything else. Fieldwork, for Agassiz, was an affair of the senses. It meant delighting in the present moment: the things we see, the sounds we hear, the air we feel, and the surfaces we touch. It meant passing on such delight to others, his students.

 


There were, to be sure, distinctly undelightful sides to Louis Agassiz: his shabby treatment of his first wife, whom he left behind when he traveled to the New World; his relentless resistance to Darwinism; and, perhaps most of all, his reprehensible belief that America belonged to the whites only.7 In fact, people who are not working scientists tend to think of Agassiz as a misguided, opportunistic bigot. Even in his own Cambridge he has become a liability. Several years ago, an eighth-grader at the Agassiz School, a stone’s throw from Agassiz’s Museum of Comparative Zoology, came across a summary of Agassiz’s racial views in the biologist Stephen Jay Gould’s book The Mismeasure of Man. Horrified, he suggested that the school change its name. Which it did. In 2004, an official ceremony celebrated the renaming of the Agassiz School to honor its first African American principal, Maria Baldwin. And there’s more to rename. In a recent broadcast of Living on Earth, the producer Bruce Gellerman, interviewing the Darwin biographer James Moore, referred to Agassiz with evident disgust, adding, “We’re not far from Harvard University right here from our studios and many things are named after him.” I wouldn’t be surprised if the pothole-riddled Cambridge street that bears Agassiz’s name was someday given a new identity too. And what about Mount Agassiz in New Hampshire or, for that matter, in California, one of the tallest peaks in the Sierras?8

 Modern historians generally agree that the cosmopolitan Harvard professor Agassiz lost his battle against the reclusive British country squire Darwin, and rather dramatically so: “His science wasn’t theoretical and his theory wasn’t scientific,” writes Louis Menand. “Darwin’s ideas are devices for generating data. Darwin’s theory opens possibilities for inquiry; Agassiz’s closes them.”9 His God might have been “very God,” as Lowell insisted, but Agassiz’s attempt to yoke science and religion seems at best quaint or, more likely, dangerous today. Darwin, Agassiz’s great nemesis, got his science right, or mostly right, and as part of the bargain, he seems much easier to write about too, as the flurry of publications associated with the bicentennial of his birth proved once again. Biographers have given much attention to Darwin’s personal struggles, his sheer courage, and his determination to carry on with his work, even as his constantly ailing body, subjected to a variety of medical treatments ranging from amyl nitrite and arsenic to tartar emetic ointments, was refusing to come along for the ride. Adrian Desmond and James Moore, in their much-discussed book Darwin’s Sacred Cause,10 pointed to one of the catalysts for Darwin’s lifelong suffering: the suffering of others. They argued that when Darwin, “a caring, compassionate man,” resolved to come up with ways of proving the common origin of all living things, he was in fact hoping to refute, on the basis of science, all those who were still defending a certain type of human difference and thus slavery. Desmond and Moore recount a powerfully uplifting version of Darwin’s story, and they tell it well. We are inclined to believe them when they attribute much of the impetus behind Darwin’s emerging theory to the cries of a tortured Brazilian slave he overheard as a young man. In fact, we find it easy to imagine that the man for whom we care so much would have cared much for others too. Darwin gives us a story ready for the telling. If it is true that Darwin loves us, to modify the title of a recent book by George Levine, it is equally true that we love—or at least should try to love—Darwin.11

 But can we love Agassiz? I would be the first to admit that the story of Agassiz the incorrigible racist commissioning photographs of Southern slaves while he was also working to give us the first modern description of a jellyfish’s nervous system is a challenging one to tell. The last person to try his hand at it was the historian Edward Lurie, who over fifty years ago published a biography focused mostly on the details of Agassiz’s tangled scientific involvements.12 But Agassiz’s story far exceeds the boundaries of his scientific investments. It is a story riven with the contradictions of a man who wanted to come across as both rigorously professional and unrelentingly popular, a man who believed that science practiced with due diligence could clear up not only the little problems that confound the specialists but also the whole cosmic puzzle itself. Agassiz was one of the first to establish science as a collective enterprise. Yet he insisted on putting his own personal stamp on anything that came out of the museum he had founded and forbade his assistants to claim credit for any part of their own research done on company time. He was a self-proclaimed advocate of abolition, yet he also believed in the racial inferiority of blacks. How on earth can we reconcile Agassiz the humble observer, reverently holding a moon snail in his hand, wondering at the beauty of God’s world and eager to share it with others, with the authoritarian Professor Agassiz, who saw himself at the top of the chain of subordinates (students, other scientists, the public) and tolerated no disagreements? Brilliant scientist and craven racist, cutting-edge practitioner of fieldwork and industrious simplifier of scientific truths, caring mentor and callous despot—one is never done with Louis Agassiz. To be sure, we cannot today replicate the enthusiasm nineteenth-century Americans felt for him. But as any student of the period can attest, Louis Agassiz won’t go away quietly either, won’t let himself be replaced so easily with more unambiguously benign figures.

 


 While Charles Darwin remained holed up in his country estate in Kent, preferring to receive letters rather than people at Down House and watching the unfolding controversy about his science from the sidelines, the relentlessly extroverted Agassiz constantly surrounded himself with other people: assistants, students, illustrators. Their voices, opinions, and ideas were frequently inseparable from his. This remained true even when they finally tried to detach themselves from Agassiz, as many of them did, more or less, sooner or later. If Agassiz’s contemporaries kept diaries or composed their autobiographies—a typical activity of Victorians everywhere—Agassiz wrote letters, countless ones, in which he cajoled, cautioned, or condemned, but never confessed. For a biographer hoping to find clues as to how Agassiz “really felt” about an issue, how his private thoughts might have differed from his public pronouncements, or from what other people had claimed he felt, the search often proves futile. Although there are many pages of sparkling prose—unforgettable descriptions of jellyfish drifting in the sunset or glittering glaciers extending farther than the human eye can see—there is no such thing as a “great” Agassiz letter, a letter that makes all the elusive details of his personal life and scientific ambitions fall into place. By contrast, I can think of several letters by Charles Darwin, to his wife Emma or to his American friend Asa Gray, that would warrant such a description.

Thus, while Darwin often revealed his innermost thoughts, especially during his daughter Annie’s final illness, Agassiz left many of the major events in his personal life—the death of his father, the dramatic separation from his wife Cecilie, the climactic confrontation with his adversary Gray on a train from New Haven—uncommented upon, as if they hadn’t actually happened. Over and over again, his public voice drowns out his private one. Finally, even his public voice dwindled. Although Agassiz’s name was attached to many books and hundreds of papers and although he continued to give lectures until the end of his life, he became increasingly content to let others do the talking and, in the case of his wife Elizabeth, the writing for him. Thus, even though as a scientist he descended into near silence, he in fact never stopped talking, if increasingly through the words of others: the people who loved or loathed him. There is no evidence that this would have bothered him or that he thought he was lacking anything. Even his last words, as chapter 1 shows, were most likely invented by others.

 


 One thing is clear: Agassiz will not sit still for his portrait. Unlike the skeleton of the dodo at the Agassiz museum, he resists labeling even today. The story that is told in the following pages will take us to three continents and through at least three different languages, and it will often require us to see Louis Agassiz through the eyes of others, since, completely preoccupied with that beautiful moon snail in his hand or that promise of money for his museum from a new donor, he so rarely stopped to look at himself.

My book begins with Agassiz’s very public death (chapter 1), which was in fact an astonishing kind of apotheosis. Fittingly for someone who so much believed in the power of science, this apotheosis took the form of an autopsy, the results of which were announced publicly. The great Agassiz’s death left a whole country bereft, and the ensuing chapters will re-create the journey that brought this son of a Swiss country minister to such fame that news about his health regularly appeared on the front page of the New York Times. Chapter 2 takes us back to where it all began, the glaciers of Switzerland (which Agassiz’s science caused to move again, if only before the geologist’s inner eye) and his failed marriage to the beautiful, remarkably gifted Cecilie. Agassiz’s intense relationship with the world’s most famous scientist, Alexander von Humboldt, set the stage for his subsequent attempt to cast himself as Humboldt’s American heir, the subject of chapter 3. The next chapter re-creates the ongoing battle waged, during the 1860s, between Agassiz and two estimable opponents—his Harvard colleague Asa Gray and his British competitor Charles Darwin—during which Agassiz played, or was forced to play, jellyfish to Darwin’s barnacle. Agassiz’s tortured dealings with his favorite student, Henry James Clark, as seen through Clark’s eyes (chapter 5), and his unfortunate attempt to elevate himself as an expert on racial matters in the United States (chapter 6) prepare the reader for chapter 7, in which we see his second wife, the gifted writer Elizabeth Cary, insert herself into Agassiz’s career in science to lend his ideas the popular appeal and relevance he craved. Finally, chapter 8 takes us to the place where Darwin’s science began and Agassiz’s ingloriously ended, the Galápagos Islands. 


— 1 —

 


 Agassiz at Rest

ON DECEMBER 6, 1873, a chilly Saturday morning, Louis Agassiz, professor of zoology and geology at the Lawrence Scientific School of Harvard University, left his house at 36 Quincy Street.1 Walking more slowly than usual, he paused frequently as he descended the broad granite steps. Professor Agassiz was tired. The night before, he had helped celebrate the fifty-first birthday of his wife, Elizabeth, in the company of family and friends. He had even smoked one of those delicious cigars the doctors had forbidden him. Regardless, he now had to check on his museum, as was his custom, even on weekends. Agassiz didn’t have far to walk. As he was crossing Broadway and then Cambridge Street, he would have glanced briefly at the new building on his left, Memorial Hall, Harvard’s “buttressed, cloistered, turreted” tribute to its Civil War dead, also a sign of the power and wealth of the institution at which Agassiz had taught for over twenty years.2 On Kirkland Street, Agassiz turned left. He was on Divinity Avenue now, named after Divinity Hall, the place where Harvard trained its young men for the ministry and where the Concord sage Ralph Waldo Emerson, now a good friend, had once told his fellow Americans to “acquaint” themselves “at first hand with Deity” and to “live with the privilege of the immeasurable mind.”3


 Feel your call in throbs of desire and hope, Emerson had encouraged his audience then, and this is how Agassiz had lived his life too, always to the fullest. Agassiz wasn’t like Henry Eustis, his dean, whose house he had just passed, a mediocre engineering professor who, befuddled by opium, had performed abysmally in the war and now stayed out of the limelight. A more cheerful sight was the plain, functional building on Agassiz’s right, Zoological Hall, surely one of the first dorms for graduate students in the United States. Joel Asaph Allen, Agassiz’s curator of birds, lived there, as did young William Brooks, who had become Agassiz’s student just that summer. Not too long ago, Louis François de Pourtalès, a marine biologist and former student of vaguely aristocratic origins, had moved in too. He had followed Agassiz from Switzerland to the United States and, after working for the U.S. Coast Survey, a federal agency originally created to chart the entire coast of the United States, was now finally back with his old master.4 

But in his mind’s eye, Agassiz had already entered his temple, the only church of which he was a member, his glorious, specimen-filled Museum of Comparative Zoology, the large brick building that was waiting for him at the end of Divinity Avenue. It towered over the nearly five acres of land Harvard had given the great Agassiz so that he could build this spectacular home for his continually expanding collections: fish from Brazil, shells from the Pacific coast, birds from the Isthmus of Panama, mammals from the Rockies, spiders from the Himalayas, and fossils from Virginia, North and South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. New packages of specimens were arriving daily by train, mail, or personal messenger. Agassiz’s empire extended throughout the North American continent—in his 1871 report to the museum’s trustees he rendered thanks to the Union Pacific, Kansas, Denver, Hannibal & St. Joseph, Chicago Burlington & Quincy, and the Michigan Central railroads, as well as to Wells Fargo and Company and the American Merchants’ Express Company—and far beyond, into every known corner of the globe.5 Agassiz’s students, earnest young men who could produce a good drawing even while peering through a microscope, would describe and classify what they could, while his devoted female assistants would thoroughly clean, mount, and label the specimens. At any given moment, the place was bustling with activity, and Agassiz looked forward every day to being right in the middle of it all. This was his pleasure dome. 
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 Louis Agassiz on the steps of his house at 36 Quincy Street. Undated stereoscopic card. Photograph by DeLos Barnum.

 


Agassiz had made this stroll—pleasant even on a damp New England winter day—so many times that he knew every inch of the way, each one of the maples lining the streets. There were no sidewalks in that part of the city yet, but Agassiz, never a natty dresser, bravely stepped where he had to. Passers-by, if there were any that Saturday morning, would have recognized “the Prof” (as he was known) instantly: the robust, square body of the epicure, the massive head perched atop the broad shoulders, the long hair under the soft hat, the small, quick feet. Above average in height, Agassiz, a capable swimmer and mountain climber when he was young, looked strong even from a distance. Now in his sixties, he was still a “capital pedestrian,” in the words of one of his biographers. Like the German poet Goethe, whom he admired, he never used a cane, though he would occasionally be seen wielding an alpenstock.6 In Boston and Cambridge, he was a presence both exotic and familiar, ein Europäer, a European through and through, as the writer William Dean Howells once observed, but one who radiated contentment “with his position and environment in New England.”7 A Harvard Divinity School student later remembered how he had run into Agassiz on a previous morning in Cambridge. The student was headed in the opposite direction when he noticed how some unearthly glow seemed to be illuminating an otherwise typically dreary New England day. Strangely, the light wasn’t coming from the maple trees, “yellow with decay,” but from the person he saw walking with determination toward him. He recognized Agassiz’s round, pleasant face, unmistakable in its “diffused kindliness.” Though Agassiz did not know the student personally, he gave him a pleasant nod, “for that was the way of Professor Agassiz.” Everybody loved him, the student added, the educated people as well as the common folks, for there was “something Christ-like” in his devotion to the truth, “his unselfish desire that all should see as clearly as he saw it.”8

 The student’s rapt recollection reflects the glorification of Louis Agassiz that had taken place, at least in the minds of his American admirers, long before his death, to the considerable annoyance of those who would not agree that he had drunk the milk of Paradise. The issue was not merely Agassiz’s resistance to Darwinism. The sheer expansiveness of Agassiz’s desires, the way he presumed to contribute to all areas of scientific knowledge, made the German naturalist Ernst Haeckel denounce him “the most ingenious and active confidence man in the entire field of natural history.”9 Ordinary people, though, didn’t care. Agassiz remained a favorite with the farmers, whose tales of breeding cattle and horses keenly interested him, the fishermen, who traveled long distances to bring him their buckets with specimens for identification, and the children, who knew that he liked to carry strange and wonderful stuff in his pockets.10 With his boylike enthusiasm for the world around him, Agassiz had an intuitive grasp of things other adults simply didn’t or couldn’t see. “It very rarely happens,” enthused Oliver Wendell Holmes, the physician and poet, “that the same person can take at once the largest and deepest scientific views and come down without apparent effort to the level of popular intelligence.” His scientific detractors notwithstanding, Agassiz had gained the hearts of all Americans. “This is,” Holmes told him, “what singularly fits you for our country.”11 James T. Fields, Agassiz’s publisher at Ticknor and Fields, liked to repeat the story of the farmer who showed up at his office to add something to an article by “Mr. Agashy” that had appeared in the Atlantic Monthly—not because he wanted to set him right, but because Agassiz had told him that his opinion mattered. Mr. Agassiz, said the farmer, was “a real good, queer man.”12

 


 The air in Agassiz’s museum—never fresh, thanks to the mingled smells of alcohol, rotting specimens, dust, and tobacco—perhaps seemed particularly thick, even stifling, that Saturday morning. His many admirers imagined Agassiz as constantly up and doing: opening boxes, touching specimens; measuring, labeling, and storing them; drawing a quick sketch on a piece of paper, looking over a shoulder of a student charged with an important task. Maybe he was peering at the bones of the pterodactyl he had acquired two months ago or at the spawning salmon that Spencer Fullerton Baird of the Smithsonian Institution had just sent him, carefully packed in ice and sawdust.13 Suddenly, though, Agassiz began to perspire “freely.” (That is at least how a local newspaper, the Boston Advertiser, reported it the next day.) Soon after, he fell ill and had to be “carried to his home, about a quarter of a mile distant,” not an easy task, since he was a big man. Back at his house on Quincy Street, “the Prof” collapsed. Agassiz wanted to do only one thing—sleep. He was never to get up again.14 His family rallied to his side: his American wife of twenty-three years, Elizabeth “Lizzie” Agassiz, a partner in life as well as in science, and the children from his first marriage, to Cecilie Braun—his son, Alexander, who had helped him run his museum over the past decade or so; his daughter Ida, married to the Boston banker Henry Lee Higginson; and his youngest child, Pauline, wife of the wealthy philanthropist Quincy Adams Shaw. Alexander’s young wife, the beautiful Anna Russell, daughter of an old Boston Brahmin family, selflessly stepped in too and was constantly by her father-in-law’s side, providing whatever relief she could. Agassiz’s marriage to Elizabeth had opened the doors of blue-blood Boston to him and his children, and blue-blood Boston now rushed to help him.

Word was sent right away to Dr. Charles-Édouard Brown-Séquard in New York, one of the world’s foremost neurologists, with a career even more expansive than his name and a well-earned reputation for helping celebrities when their health was in crisis. In 1858, for example, he had treated Charles Sumner after Preston Brooks had beaten him senseless on the floor of the U.S. Senate. Brown-Séquard commanded considerable star power himself, and public awe and interest followed his activities. After the Prussian siege of Paris in 1870–1871, Brown-Séquard had fled to the States and settled in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for a few years, in a house with a garden where he could keep animals for his experiments. The easily impressed poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow reported that the French doctor owned a thousand guinea pigs, with which he did what he pleased, “having this or that nerve severed.”15 Agassiz’s family had consulted Brown-Séquard more than three years earlier, when the first signs of the current trouble had manifested themselves. In September 1869, Agassiz suffered a cerebral hemorrhage, which sent him into what Longfellow called “a year’s eclipse” and required that he spend part of the next year away from his museum in the village of Deerfield, Massachusetts, under his wife’s constant care. It was then that Brown-Séquard, who suspected hypertension, recommended that Agassiz quit his cigar smoking, advice that apparently had been ignored.

 While Brown-Séquard packed his bags, Agassiz’s own local doctor, Morrill Wyman, rushed over to Quincy Street. The older brother of the great anatomist Jeffries Wyman, the thick-set Morrill was a familiar sight in the streets of Cambridge, a family physician of the old school who despised the “city doctors” and their constantly rising rates; he never charged more than three dollars a visit. Despite his folksiness, Wyman had retained a keen interest in medical research. Among his accomplishments were the development of a procedure, known as thoracentesis, to remove fluid from the pleural cavity and the discovery of the link between hay fever and ragweed, which helped many of his suffering contemporaries find relief in the pollen-free mountains of New Hampshire.16

Agassiz was, as Wyman and Brown-Séquard noticed immediately, seriously ill. When, four days after his collapse, he still hadn’t improved, worried friends and admirers congregated in front of his house. In fact, so many showed up that it became necessary to muffle the doorbell. Bulletins were displayed at the door of the Professor’s residence so that visitors could get the latest update on his condition. “The anxiety is widespread,” reported the New York Times.17 Stunned into speechlessness, Longfellow, one of Agassiz’s closest friends,18 simply cut out an article about Agassiz’s illness from the Boston Advertiser, pasted it on the back of a one-penny U.S. postal card, and mailed it to his friend George Washington Greene in Rhode Island.19 He stopped by the house every day but, since there didn’t seem to be any good news, never dared go in.

 Agassiz had lived his life on the public stage, and it seems fitting that frenzied media speculation would accompany its final act. Frequent newspaper bulletins worked up interest in his illness to a fever pitch. They also, only too accurately, conveyed the doctors’ puzzlement, which alternately alarmed and comforted the public. The language the papers used to describe Agassiz the patient resembled the scientific vocabulary of Agassiz the scientist: “Though the brain is affected and greatly weakened, the difficulty, in its present development, is not of a nature to cause delirium or destroy consciousness, and during the whole period the mental faculties have not been affected.” In other words, the physicians weren’t really sure what was going on: “They did not say that the Professor will, if he does not die, live the remainder of his days a shattered incurable, (as some dispatches have intimated,) but, on the contrary, express their belief that his entire recovery is just possible.”20 Such vague language didn’t reassure James Fields. He wrote in his journal, “Agassiz is . . . probably dying. What a different world it will be to us without him. Such a rich, expansive, loving nature.”21

 


Arguably, what was happening to the great Agassiz wasn’t fair. Alexander von Humboldt, the hero of his youth, had lived to the ripe old age of ninety-five, and Agassiz, who never had any problems in the confidence department, thought that he should have more time left too. After the onset of his first neurological crisis, a few years earlier, he wrote to his assistant, Nathaniel Southgate Shaler, in a letter filled with instructions, “As long as I breathe I mean to look after everything. It is in my nature never to give up.”22 People who met Agassiz for the first time were usually struck by his energy and the sheer delight he took in life. Numerous photographic portraits, or cartes de visite, showed Agassiz visibly pleased with himself. In a particularly memorable salt-print photograph, he can be seen smiling broadly, radiating a satisfaction not often found in the subjects of early photography.23 Or we encounter him self-consciously imitating Napoleon Bonaparte, posing next to the same or a similar ornate chair visible in the earlier image and in front of a framed painting of the Arc de Triomphe.24 But even in those somewhat later images from the 1860s that feature Agassiz in a more pensive pose, the refinement of his features (as indicated, for example, by the wrinkles around his eyes) and signs of exhaustion (the puffiness under his eyes) are balanced by the powerful facial features: the prominent nose, his expansive forehead, the large ears. If Agassiz is not looking at the viewer, it appears to be because his remarkable mind is focused somewhere else.
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 Undated autographed salt print, early 1850s. Photograph by John Adams Whipple.
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Signed carte de visite, early 1860s. Photograph by John Adams Whipple.

 


Time had indeed been kind to Agassiz, where looks were concerned; he had aged gracefully. His hair might have become stringier, his sideburns whiter, and his entire body, thanks to decades of good living, rounder, but in the last image we have of him, taken by Antoine Sonrel, he looks more serene than ever. Though he is not overtly smiling here, his expression, as well as the faintly dimpled cheek, creates the sense that this man, despite his bouts with serious illness, constant financial struggles, and opposition even from close colleagues, has much to be happy about.

When he first came to the United States in 1846, at the age of thirty-nine, Agassiz quickly established a reputation as someone who knew how to live, and live well. Attuned to the pleasures of the body, the cigar-smoking, wine-quaffing Agassiz, who would seldom show up for breakfast before eleven o’clock,25 had a talent for savoir vivre that his newly acquired American friends, stifled by two centuries of religious repression, could only envy. In a sense, the Puritans were still around. Their doctrine, to be sure, was fading away, but, as Longfellow’s brother-in-law, the bon vivant Tom Appleton, testified, “Alas! Their kitchen remains.”26 The fun-loving Agassiz quickly became the center of the Saturday Club, that loose association of prominent New England Brahmins who met for dinner at the Parker Hotel—so much so that some of the members began to refer to the group as “Agassiz’s Club.” Longfellow and his wife especially cherished the ease and European grace Agassiz had brought to chilly Boston, where many suffered from a lack of “regular, nourishing” relationships with others.27
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 Albumen print, 1860s. Photograph by George Kendall Warren.
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Photograph by Antoine Sonrel, 1872.

 


Agassiz had begun his career with a dissertation on Brazilian fish. But he didn’t just write about fish. He liked to eat them too—lots of them. In fact, Agassiz’s Falstaffian rotundity became famous around Boston and Cambridge. “I saw in the cars a broad featured unctuous man,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his journal in November 1852, after coming back from an omnibus trip to the city, “fat & plenteous as some successful politician, & pretty soon divined it must be the foreign Professor.”28 Longfellow reported with delight that an evening of listening to Agassiz’s interminable “fish stories” had a strange effect on him. He was inspired the next day to buy some halibut in town and picked up some mackerel as well on the way back when he heard a fishmonger advertise it, only to find more fish—sent by his good friend Agassiz!—waiting for him at home: “a beautiful turbot! A splendid turbot!”29

 


 But virtually from the beginning of Agassiz’s years in America, this ostentatious vitality was twinned with a curious vulnerability, which manifested itself in periods of appalling fatigue and poor health. While the perpetually ailing Charles Darwin used his persistent physical problems—vomiting, headaches, flatulence, eczema—to keep himself out of the limelight,30 Agassiz exploited the dramatic, regularly recurring threats to his near-mythic vigor to bring himself even closer to his fans. Unlike Darwin’s varied miseries, Agassiz’s symptoms did not seem to be constitutional but caused by external factors, by the things he did against his better judgment. Or so he wanted people to think. Agassiz’s health troubles weren’t inconvenient interruptions of a life dedicated to science; they were part and parcel of his commitment to scientific truth, and he flaunted them whenever he could. Agassiz’s sick, overworked body sent to the public a compelling message—sanctity comes with, and stems from, sacrifice. To maintain his vital presence in America, Agassiz needed to become ill periodically. This is not to say that Agassiz wasn’t really unwell when he and others thought he was or that he didn’t work much harder than most of his colleagues. He merely shuffled the cards he had been dealt in a way that enhanced his public image.

What laid the great Agassiz low was publicly defined as “nervous prostration,” bouts of severe exhaustion. They began shortly after he had arrived in Boston, when he became overwhelmed with excitement over the opportunities before him. On April 10, 1847, Agassiz wrote to Spencer Fullerton Baird, then a professor of natural history at Dickinson College, “Conceive of the position of a naturalist entirely devoted to his studies without any other object before him, arriving in a world quite new to him, as so full of interesting objects as this is, and you will easily imagine how I have been carried away by the objects immediately around me.” He was going to the market and the beach daily, grabbing “every species of animal I could obtain.” The outcome was inevitable: “I was brought into such a state of excitement that I at last was taken sick so severely that I have not moved from my bed for these last three weeks.” Yet in the same letter Agassiz also asked Baird for all sorts of specimens (a “great number” of all of the most common North American “species in all their ages”) and added that though he was “not much of a botanist” himself, he also wanted to undertake, as soon as possible, “the most extensive collection of all the trees and shrubs of the United States.” He planned to compare those living species and their fossil predecessors. Having just asserted that he had too much on his hands, Agassiz was asking for additional material. I’ve had enough; give me more!31

 In his letters, Agassiz deployed references to his medical state with strategic precision, feeding his worried fans with tantalizing reminders that he might not always be there for them. Even when he was not ill, he would complain to his correspondents about his tiredness, about his “inability to work” and the many ways in which he was “frittering away” his strength; how he needed “more rest” and had “mountains before” him “to level to the ground”; how he was now “greatly changed in physical energy” and had only a few hours left each day during which he would feel “capable of real exertion.”32 These laments were often combined with the gloomy prediction that he would never get better. He was spending the summer by the seaside in Nahant, he told Baird at the end of July 1854, “in the hope of restoring my health, which of late has seemed to grow worse and worse.” (Nahant, a rocky resort town on a peninsula jutting into the Massachusetts Bay, was becoming increasingly popular with wealthy Bostonians.) Agassiz’s eyes were giving him trouble. “I have to husband with such parsimony, the little amount of time, during which I can daily look at anything,” he apologized a few years later, responding to Baird’s request that Agassiz provide short descriptions of some turtles he had sent him. Writing was becoming burdensome too: “It is not every week I can stand even so trifling a tax of my eyes as is required to write a few lines,” he said at the beginning of another letter to Baird, in which he apologized for his “laconism” (the letter then went on for at least another page).33 But Agassiz’s correspondents wouldn’t have to wait for his letters to get the news about his health; they could read about it on the front page of their newspapers. When Agassiz had to interrupt one of his lectures because he didn’t feel well, Baird read a report about the incident in the paper and dashed off a note to his friend, asking for reassurance that everything was all right. “It is unfortunately true,” confirmed Agassiz on April 13, 1873. He had felt “the blood rushing” to his head and couldn’t continue. No lasting harm was done, and he hastened to add, “I have already given two more lectures since.”34

 


 In Agassiz’s personal letters and those written by friends and family, and also in the eyes of an adoring American public, Agassiz’s complex body, alternately well and ailing, became inseparable from the science he practiced. It enabled, validated, and, during periods of illness, also endangered his work. “How sad for a naturalist to grow old,” he sighed in a conversation with his publisher, James Fields, in 1866. “I see so much to be done which I can never complete.”35 Ironically, it almost seemed that Americans preferred to think of their great naturalist as on the brink of a breakdown. Here, as in many other areas of his life and work, it is remarkable to see how Agassiz and his friends, colleagues, and fans collaborated: Agassiz’s public persona became a joint invention, a creation in which many parties had a stake. When the New York Times, on August 19, 1853, reported on the fever Agassiz had caught in the swamps of South Carolina, it also quoted a friend who, presumably speaking for all concerned readers, had said to Agassiz, “I am sorry to hear, Professor, that you have been dangerously ill.” Agassiz answered, “Ah yes . . . I have been very sick, but no matter, I have found a fish without ventrals” (hind fins). And this is how the American public learned to view Agassiz too: as someone who would, for the sake of scientific discovery, heroically take on more than he should, at home as well as abroad, in the field as well as in his museum, where friends would always find him at work, his hands reeking of alcohol and dead fish. One of his Harvard students, the young Addison Verrill from Greenwood, Maine, once came across the Professor at home, where he had fallen asleep on his sofa “from pure exhaustion.”36 Verrill was impressed. Even Agassiz’s wife, Elizabeth Cary Agassiz, decided early on that a healthy husband was, in fact, boring. Agassiz’s medical problems gave her something to do. Often she would write on Agassiz’s behalf, telling impatient correspondents that the Professor, beset by a “crowd of engagements,” was “quite unwell” and “ill from fatigue” and therefore couldn’t reply himself.37 When Agassiz came down with his swamp fever, she quickly saw the silver lining. At first, of course, she was duly terrified. “When I look back to his illness,” she wrote to her mother when it was all was over, “and those terrible hours of a fear that I would not acknowledge in all its extent even to myself, it all seems to me like some hideous dream.” But by then Agassiz’s self-mythologizing had had an impact even on his wife. There was a purpose behind the suffering, and to help her mother and herself understand what she meant, she offered a literary analogy: “Don’t you remember a story of Dickens, of a man who longs to give up the recollection of pain and sorrow; to have all that part of his recovery stricken out; the request is granted and how much of association with what is holiest and best in him and others goes with it, and the rest of his life, without that, seems meager and shallow and poor?”38

 As Elizabeth understood, Agassiz’s troubles were inseparable from his triumphs. Everyone in the United States knew about the daring athletic feats Agassiz had performed when he was young: his ascension of the Jungfrau summit in Switzerland, for example, or his courageous descents, dangling from a flimsy rope, into the cracks and fissures of alpine glaciers. Agassiz represented the union of brawn and brain, but one so precarious and fragile that disaster and dissolution always seemed imminent. It is oddly appropriate that most of Agassiz’s health woes were neurological ones that caused distress in both mind and body.

Agassiz’s self-mythologizing reflects a paradigm usually associated with the artist: the notion that suffering is a pathway to creative genius and that the limitations of the body also restrict, in unacceptable ways, what an individual may be able to accomplish. In the 1860s, Longfellow, Agassiz’s closest friend, was working intermittently on a verse play about Michelangelo. Longfellow’s Michelangelo has a hard time accepting the fact that he is mortal because there is so much he still needs to finish. Some of Michelangelo’s most memorable lines—those about the “malaria of the mind,” for example, the “fever to accomplish some great work / That will not let us sleep”—seem to be written with his friend in mind.39

 But if Agassiz himself felt he was aging too fast, it is also true that in the mind of his American admirers he remained the eternal child, excited about every new discovery and always in need of being taken care of. In an ecstatic letter to his mother, written right after the Boston businessman Nathaniel Thayer offered him money to take a group of students and specimen collectors to Brazil, which was the realization of a lifelong dream, Agassiz, now almost sixty years old, said he felt like a child spoiled by an entire country, and he promised, once again, that he would “sacrifice” himself for the sake of America’s scientific institutions and intellectual progress.40

 


What turned out to be Louis Agassiz’s last year was filled, characteristically, with frantic activity, all on behalf of the American people. First and foremost, he had worked to get his new summer school on Penikese Island under way. Named after its sponsor, the New York tobacco merchant John Anderson who owned the island, the Anderson School of Natural History was Agassiz’s official venture into coeducation. The concept behind the school was to offer nature enthusiasts, from Mrs. Burns, a public school teacher from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Lydia W. Shattuck, a veteran botany instructor at Mount Holyoke College, the opportunity to study natural history with the experts, in the style of a scientific camp-meeting. Intended for teachers and future teachers, Agassiz’s summer school focused on the basics; no advanced scientific work was done on the island. Chosen from several hundred applications, a group of forty-four students, sixteen of whom were women, had assembled at Penikese on July 8, “ringed about by sapphire seas,” according to the lyrical description by the poet John Greenleaf Whittier.41 The only problem was that the dormitories hadn’t been completed by the time the school opened. But no matter—Agassiz had not conceived of Penikese as a place for relaxation or “summer resort,” as he had emphasized in a circular advertising the school. He did not spare himself, lecturing every day, sometimes twice, and assisted by a team composed of former students as well as old associates, such as the Count de Pourtalès. When he left Penikese at the end of the summer, he was exhausted. On October 28, he apologized for his long silence to his friend the paleontologist Leo Lesquereux. He didn’t even have enough energy left, he said, to look after his museum, the one thing to which he had devoted “all that is left of my strength.”42 That said, in other ways things were looking up. For example, the Harvard botanist Asa Gray, Darwin’s “man” in the United States, had finally retired from active duty as professor of botany, relinquishing also the presidency of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, which he had held for ten years. Buoyed by Gray’s departure and by the success of Penikese, Agassiz must have felt emboldened to explain again why Darwin’s theory of evolution didn’t make any sense to him. “My dear Longfellow,” he wrote to his friend in early December 1873, shortly before he collapsed, “may I trouble you with this proof? I have undertaken to write out my views upon the great question of the day and would like the advise [sic] of judicious friends. Write freely on the margin, if you feel like it.”43

 The page proofs contained the last essay he ever wrote, “Evolution and Permanence of Type.” The piece, published posthumously in the Atlantic Monthly in January 1874, became Agassiz’s swan song, a compact restatement of ideas he had been repeating all his professional life, most prominently the conviction that nothing in nature travels and that the divisions of the animal kingdom, following sound classificatory principles, as they exist today correspond to God’s plan for the world. What is new, though, is Agassiz’s recognition that Darwin might have indeed changed the rules of the game: “Darwin has placed the subject on a different basis from that of all his predecessors, and has brought to the discussion a vast amount of well-arranged information, a convincing cogency of argument, and a captivating charm of presentation.” Note Agassiz’s surprising alliterative play (“convincing cogency . . . captivating”). Was this a way of dignifying Darwin’s theory, after so many years of hostility, at least through his choice of words? Or did he want to imply that Darwin’s theory, at the end of the day, was merely a form of verbal pyrotechnics?

Agassiz went on to point out, with unexpected generosity, that science was a collective enterprise, a struggle for the right reading of nature, in which Darwin and Agassiz had, after all, been less opponents than partners, though with different ideas about what the final outcome might be: “It cannot be too soon understood that science is one, and that whether we investigate language, philosophy, theology, history, or physics, we are dealing with the same problem, culminating in the knowledge of ourselves.” At times Agassiz seemed almost envious of Darwin, though by the end of a sentence he would usually manage to turn things around again—in his own favor. For example, Darwin’s “concise and effective phrases,” he wrote, “have the weight of aphorisms and pass current for principles, when they may be only unfounded assertions.” But regardless of how good Darwin’s writing was, Agassiz could never accept the premises of his argument. Show me those transitional forms, he demanded, those specimens that illustrate the transformation of one species into another. Why, he asked, were there so many examples of weak parents having “fine” children and vice versa, a fact of nature that “points perhaps to some innate power of redress by which the caprices of choice are counterbalanced”? Agassiz wasn’t prepared to give up what still remained the basis of all his work: if long, careful thought was required to understand the world (and about that there could be no doubt!), then long, careful thought had created it. “Have those who object to repeated acts of creation ever considered that no progress can be made in knowledge without repeated acts of thinking?” The world began a great long while ago, to paraphrase Shakespeare, but we still don’t know how and why—though with Louis Agassiz as our guide the path to knowledge was clearly outlined. As for Darwin’s theory, that famous promise in the first paragraph of his book, that some light might be thrown on “the origin of species—that mystery of mysteries,”44 had remained unfulfilled. Darwin had offered only a “conjecture,” and not even the best one. Agassiz hoped that “in future articles” he might show that “however broken the geological record may be,” a true scientist could make sense of the history of nature.45

 


 Those “future articles” were never written. One is never prepared for death; one never thinks, as Marcel Proust would later put it, that it will occur this very afternoon.46 Irrelevance attends our final moments. Three years earlier, when Brown-Séquard had first been summoned to Agassiz’s bedside, the neurologist had forbidden him any and all intellectual exertions: “Nobody can ever know the tortures I endure in trying to stop thinking,” Agassiz had complained then in a letter to his assistant Theodore Lyman.47 But now, in his final illness, he couldn’t think coherently even if he had wanted to. Most of the time he slept, regaining consciousness only intermittently. Alarmed relatives in Switzerland sent telegrams. “The voices of his brother and sisters were not wholly silent,” wrote his wife Elizabeth, his first biographer, “for the wires that thrill with so many human interests brought their message of greeting and farewell across the ocean to his bedside.”48 The world that had seemed so large, so unconquerable, and yet so full of promise when Agassiz was a student in Germany, dreaming about joining a great expedition that would take him abroad, had gotten significantly smaller.

 On what became the last day of her father’s life, Sunday, December 14, 1873, Agassiz’s youngest child, Pauline Agassiz Shaw, sat down briefly to write a note to Longfellow, at her mother’s request. Father was still showing “signs of recognition,” she told Longfellow, and he would answer questions, “though not very distinctly.” Today he had been mostly asleep, sound asleep even, disturbed only “by increased heat in his head & great flushing of the face.” There was no doubt that the end was near: “Sometimes today the breathing has been so uneven & inaudible that each hour seemed likely to be the last—then he rallies again & after that goes off into a sound sleep, breathing strongly & regularly & looking peaceful & natural—with an expression of great, strong calm.” Agassiz had lost the ability to swallow and was now keeping his eyes closed most of the time: “his mind seems quite dormant, only occasionally roused by questions to make short answers—both in French & English according to the language by which he is addressed.” Agassiz, master of several languages, was not gone yet. Everyone was hoping now that his end, when it came, might be “the death of mind & body at once”—that, in other words, Agassiz’s body wouldn’t outlast the collapse of his powerful mind. Pauline ended her letter by asking Longfellow to pass this news on to the Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner, who had also inquired after Agassiz. “My letter may be confused—I am thinking so of father that I can hardly collect my thoughts.”49 At 10:15 P.M., Agassiz quietly slipped away. The New York Times described his passing on its front page: “The last hours of Prof. Agassiz were apparently passed in unconsciousness.” Agassiz’s breathing simply had become fainter and fainter until the end was there: “The patient lay upon his side, and beyond an occasional convulsive movement of the limbs, there were no signs that he suffered pain, and the finale was scarcely perceptible.”50 There were no final words.


 Or were there? Longfellow certainly thought there were. Agassiz’s death had devastated him, and when, on December 15, 1873, he dashed off another note to his friend Greene in Rhode Island (who had probably just received the postcard with news about Agassiz’s illness) he took recourse to a language he loved more than all others, Italian. Embedded in the little improvised poem he sent Greene were the words that he believed were Agassiz’s final ones: “Jernotte alle dieci mori il nostro caro Agassiz, o / ‘quel che morir chiaman li sciocchi.’ / ‘C’est la fin!’ furono le ultime parole sue.”51 Or, in translation, “Last night at ten our dear Agassiz died, or / ‘what fools call dying.’ / ‘This is the end!’ were his last words.” The first quotation was taken from a fourteenth-century Italian poem, Petrarch’s “Triumphus Mortis”; the second was supposed to come from Agassiz himself. It appears that some people, at least, could not let their “Prof” go silently into that good night. His assistant Louis François de Pourtalès was one of the first to claim that Agassiz had spoken before he died. “It’s all over,” he was supposed to have mumbled a few times, in French, the language of his childhood and the one in which he had written most of his books before he came to the United States. And in his final moment, raising himself up one more time, speaking “with great distinctness,” he exclaimed, “Le jeu est fini.”52

C’est la fin, Tout est fini, Le jeu est fini—“This is the end,” “It’s all over,” “The drama is ended.” One would wish for something more profound, more original, and more revealing as the last words of the man who, at the time of his death, was still one of the world’s most influential scientists. Something bold, defiant, or at least wise, comparable to those that would be whispered, nearly a decade later, by Agassiz’s great antagonist Darwin, as he ended his journey, disappointing all those who had expected a last-minute conversion: “I am not the least afraid to die.”53 Was Agassiz, who had often been accused of appropriating other people’s ideas or observations, a plagiarist even in his final moment? To be sure, his last words—especially in the version reported by Pourtalès—sounded much like the lines attributed to the dying Rabelais (“the farce is over”), a similarity emphasized by Agassiz’s former student and biographer Jules Marcou.54 Maybe they were also reminiscent of Beethoven, who was alleged to have said, shortly before he died, “Plaudite, amici, comedia finita est.” Applaud, my friends, the comedy is finished.55
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 Charles Darwin. Carte de visite, c. 1881. Photograph by Herbert Rose Barraud.

 


Except that this is probably not at all how it happened. Elizabeth Agassiz, fuming over the misrepresentations circulated by Agassiz’s friends, steadfastly maintained that there had been no last words. On February 10, 1896, more than two decades after his death, having read the second volume of a biography written by Marcou (a “painful” experience), she wrote to her son-in-law Henry Higginson that there was not “a Shadow of truth” in the “melodramatic” final scene as Marcou had represented it. Pourtalès had been “neither in the room nor in the house.” “Agassiz,” she said, calling her husband by his last name, as she always had when he was alive, “had not spoken for a long time and he died quite quietly—merely stopped breathing.” Marcou had repeated the lie about Agassiz’s Rabelaisian final words precisely because they fit in with his desire, evident throughout the entire book, to describe Agassiz as a poseur, a player of multiple roles: “it really seems as if the whole scene with its theatrical ‘le jeu est fini’ were composed in order to keep up this idea to the end—in the very next line he says, ‘Life had been for him a long & successful play.’” She realized that Agassiz was a public figure, and, of course, everyone was entitled to his or her own opinion of him. But “downright falsehoods” were unacceptable.56

 In frustration, Elizabeth Agassiz turned to Agassiz’s old doctor. The eighty-three-year-old Morrill Wyman responded immediately. He hadn’t seen Marcou’s book, but he had been present when Agassiz died and he would have noted any movements or an expression like the one Marcou had reported. Not one to misplace anything, Wyman readily produced the medical note he had penned at the time: “Sunday, 14 December 1873. Pulse rapid, feeble; not to be counted at the wrist; skin cool, not moist. Occasionally drawing up his legs, but the hands remaining quiet. The respiration grew gradually more frequent and feeble until 10.15 P.M. when he ceased to breathe without any struggle or groan.”57 At the end, Agassiz went wordlessly, like Melville’s Captain Ahab, whom he resembled in many ways, especially in his dogged determination to uncover the secret of Nature, that “great hooded Phantom,” to aspire to the knowledge only a god could have.58 And, like Ahab, he took others with him. The night he died, Agassiz’s daughter-in-law Anna caught a cold, which quickly developed into pneumonia. Eight days later, she was dead too. Some creatures, Louis Agassiz had written in his Essay on Classification, “grow, and reproduce themselves, and die in a short summer, nay, in a day,” while “others seem to defy the influence of time.”59

Alexander had now lost his father and his wife within a period of less than two weeks. For a long time, he was beside himself with grief. “Life seems unendurable,” he wrote to a friend two years later, from South America.60

 


As Dr. Wyman’s records show, Agassiz’s death, though it came too early for a man with such a multitude of plans, had been a good death, by nineteenth-century standards. There was no protracted suffering, no excessive pain, no ranting or raging, no final appeals to God’s mercy. True, Agassiz, the expatriate son of a Protestant minister, had never been much of a churchgoer. Longfellow, himself bored to tears by the mandatory services for Harvard faculty members at Appleton Chapel, called Agassiz—with a touch of envy—“a sparse and infrequent worshipper of the Gods.”61 Agassiz routinely rebuffed any invitations to join others for Sunday worship and once informed Eben Horsford, the Rumford Professor and Lecturer on the Application of Science to the Useful Arts (and the inventor of modern baking powder), that, for as long as he had been able to remember, he had “performed my devotion in private and . . . without communion with any body.”62 Agassiz thought, as he told the Yale geologist James Dwight Dana, “that each and everyone must settle his religious affairs for himself, without any regard to others.” Dana had just sent him his review of a book that attacked science for allegedly destroying the biblical record, and Agassiz thanked him for “fighting so earnestly the cause of our independence versus clerical arrogance.” Religious bigotry of the kind Professor Tayler Lewis had perpetrated in his Six Days of Creation (1855) appalled Agassiz.63 Pseudo-scholars like Lewis would presume to tell Agassiz what to believe, which was in the scientist’s opinion an entirely personal matter: “we derive as little comfort from the interference of others with reference to our intercourse with our Maker, as we do in matters of affection.” Belief was a matter of choice, not of institutional doctrine. One can imagine how successful this attitude would have been with the Boston Unitarians.64

 If Agassiz had seemed almost Christ-like to the Harvard student who had seen him walking on Divinity Avenue, he was a thoroughly secular messiah. Appropriately, his funeral service, on December 18, 1873, in Harvard’s Appleton Chapel (the only sandstone building in Harvard Yard, an eclectic mix of Romanesque and colonial styles) was an aesthetic rather than a religious event—an expression not of humility, but of worldly power. First, there were the people, crowds of them—an overflow audience, with mourners standing, as the New York Times reported, “out of the doorway into the open air.”65 Flags on all public buildings were at half mast, following an order from Acting Mayor Cutter, and the bells of Boston tolled during the entire service. Harvard College was closed for the afternoon. Vice President Henry Wilson had come from Washington, and the Swiss consul from New York. The state of Massachusetts was represented by the governor, William Barrett Washburn, and two members of his staff, General Palfrey and Colonel Storer, as well as the Speaker of the House, John E. Sanford. There were representatives of other colleges (Yale and the Massachusetts Agricultural College) and a number of Agassiz’s former students. Naturally, Agassiz’s friends, neighbors, and Harvard colleagues—the writer and






























 The grave of Louis Agassiz, Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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