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Memorial Museum of the Fifth High School
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Lafcadio Hearn
and Astronomy

by Alan Rosen

As a journalist in Cincinnati and New Orleans,
Lafcadio Hearn wrote numerous articles and editorials on
a variety of scientific subjects. In fact, the proportion of
Hearn’s American writing dealing with subject matter that
is unequivocally “scientific” in nature is surprisingly large:
at least 40 newspaper articles or editorials have been
published in five separate collections: (1) Albert Mordell’s
edition of An American Miscellany I and II (1924); (2)
Albert Mordell’s Occidental Gleanings I and 11 (1925); (3)
Charles Hutson’s Editorials by Lafcadio Hearn (1926); (4)
Ichiro Nishizaki’s The New Radiance and Other Scientific
Sketches by Lafcadio Hearn (1939); and (5) William
Johnson’s Lafcadio Hearn: Selected Writings 1872-1877
(1979). Of those articles, at least twenty percent were
mainly on the subject of astronomy, a field to which
Hearn’s imagination was especially attracted.

While a newsman for the Times-Democrat in New
Orleans, Hearn was actually put in charge of scientific
news, made responsible for writing articles on new
developments in various branches of inquiry: “By the
way,” he wrote to Cincinnati music critic H.E. Krehbiel in
1883, “I have become scientific — I write nearly all the
scientific editorials for our paper” (Writings XIII, 273).
The real surprise, however, may be that he did not write
even more, or more seriously, about science. After all, his
father, whose genes Hearn had inherited, was a physician,
as were many of Hearn’s male friends (e.g., Dr. George
Gould and Dr. Rudolph Matas). This seeming predilection
for friendship with such scientific men was something that
he was almost boastful about: “it is a singular fact that
most of my tried friends have been physicians” (Letter to
Gould 1887). Although his deepest passion was for
literature, science was never far behind.

He strongly believed that science was the way of the
future. By 1884 he had become convinced that the rapid
proliferation of scientific knowledge and the increasing
need for specialization demanded re-thinking of the

education system: “It has already become impossible for
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any human being to master all recognized branches of any
single professional science,” he wrote in “Science and
Education” for the Times-Democrat of March 11, 1884
(Occidental Gleanings II 9). “Anatomy — constituting so
enormous a study in itself — has latterly developed
immense branches ramifying into zoology, embryogeny,
craniology, anthropology, ethnology and other kindred
sciences.... Nevertheless, science is only in its infancy! —
how important, therefore, the problem of future educa-
tion!” (9).

He himself had had very little formal education in the
sciences. In school at St. Cuthbert’s, England, and perhaps
at Yvetot, France, Hearn certainly had lessons in basic
science, but he seems to have shown neither enthusiasm nor
talent for them, and he achieved superior evaluations only
in English. Most of his scientific knowledge came later in
life, from two main sources: from conversations with
scientific friends, to whom he was always asking
questions, and from self-study when he required scientific
knowledge for an article or essay he was working on. To be
sure, he was never much more than a dilettante, writing
“popular” science news for a layman audience, but his
interest in scientific subjects was nonetheless deep and
genuine for all that. At times, it seems, he even wanted to
be a scientific Columbus in addition to a literary one, so
anxious was he to introduce to readers what he called the
“new sciences” of comparative religion, folklore, and
evolution. Evolution especially fascinated him, and he
called it “the Protean and infinitely beautiful science” that,
along with philosophy, showed the story of man to be “a
mighty poem” (Occidental Gleanings II 30). His enthusi-
asm was apparently communicated to his readers, for as
McWhirter and Findsen state, his popularity as a writer
“helped turn the flagging Enquirer into the largest daily in
the city” (6). And it was often as a science writer that this
popularity was earned.

Looking at the numerous places in his American
writings where he treats specifically scientific topics, we
become aware of how intense Hearn’s interest in science
was. Indeed, nearly every major field of scientific inquiry
at that time is treated somewhere by Hearn, but he seemed
especially fascinated by astronomy, with its vast reaches
into space and time. In this article, I hope to show what
Hearn thought about astronomy, the breadth and depth of
his interest in it, what aspects of it stimulated his imagina-

tion the most, and how he used his knowledge of it to create



literary, informative, and entertaining news material for

his readers.

There is no evidence that Hearn ever owned a
telescope or even considered astronomy to be his hobby.
What fired his imagination was not so much observing the
cosmos as contemplating it. Hearn wrote at least eight
editorial pieces on astronomy-related subjects — one for
the New Orleans [Item and seven for the
Times-Democrat — all treating the question of man’s
place in the universe. The first, in the Item of August 15,
1879, was titled “Secrets of the Infinite.” Enthralled by a
recent article in a local French-language newspaper,
L'Abeille de la Nouvelle-Orleans (The New Orleans Bee),
Hearn used the current state of astronomical exploration as
the springboard for a lyrical, quasi-philosophical look at
the mysterious nature, and ultimate folly, of scientific
inquiry in general:

The astronomer vainly analyzes cloud
nebulae ... — vainly does he resolve them into
systems of triple suns and galaxies of burning
stars .... The vaster becomes the scope of human
vision the vaster and deeper the problems which
defy its power; the Infinite unfolding itself
infinitely terrifies the feeble human will which
vainly seeks to comprehend it. Man may sweep
the heavens with vision strengthened by artificial
cunning beyond aught that the children of this
generation may dream of; but ... the Infinite will
keep its most awful secret forever. (Hutson 50-51)

Hearn’s interest here is more in the wider philosophi-
cal implications of astronomical exploration than in the
details of its physics or mathematics, in the metaphysical
rather than the physical. Nature, he implies, seems to mock
man’s efforts at uncovering her secrets: The deeper we
penetrate, the less we see, for “nature retains her secret
under the glowing eye of the solar microscope with its
magnifying power of some hundred thousand diameters,
not less securely than beneath the naked eye of man” (51).
Hearn ends the piece with the chilling speculation that
even if we could eventually lift the last veil and behold the
“secret,” we might find ourselves staring not at some vision
of the divine but rather “into the eyeless sockets of Death”
(53). The same idea of ultimate inscrutability was also
expressed in an earlier piece called “Unfolded Mysteries”

in the Item of January 24 of the same year. The more we

learn, he suggests, the more bewildered we get: “the
accomplishment of one feat only introduces us to another
far more difficult, and an endless succession of others each
huger than its predecessors” (Nishizaki 11).

In Hearn’s next venture into the world of astronomy,
“Some Grotesque Theorizing” (Times-Democrat, May 24,
1882), he entertains the reader with the imagery of his
collected scientific fantasies:

We have been told of worlds where suns
never set, and where there is no sleep, so that
people must work, presumably, all their lives
without ceasing.... We have been told of worlds
illuminated by blue, green, scarlet, pink, yellow,
and purple suns; and even of some where a green
sun rises while a blue sun sets, with a red sun all
the while in the zenith.... We have been told of
spheres so much more advanced in knowledge
than our own, that a brief interview with one of
their philosophers would result in advancing our
own knowledge by thousands of years.... We
have also heard of worlds where men, organized
as we are, could leap in one bound across oceans,
like the apes of the Ramayana, or skip lightly
over the mountains like the Beloved in Solomon’s
Song of Songs. (169-70)

This is science fiction, and Hearn is clearly more
interested in the fiction than in the science, introducing
ideas that would later capture the popular imagination. He
goes on to explain that there are “several hundred small
planets which circle between Mars and Jupiter like a
swarm of bees,” perhaps inhabited by giants who can jump
half-way across their planet in a single bound (the inspira-
tion for Superman?). Another theorist cited by Hearn puts
forth an early version of the Gaia hypothesis, stating that
“worlds are living creatures, huge animals, of which we are
only parasites,” like fleas on a huge dog. He also detects
what would later become known as “specie-ism,” conclud-
ing that it is narrow-minded to assume that other forms of
intelligent life will be somehow anthropomorphic. Based
on the ideas of Darwin, he invites us to think outside of our
usual humanly self-centered boundaries:

There might be planets inhabited by birds
capable of building cities, writing books,
conversing in many languages like the birds of
Arabian tales, and subjecting all other animated

life to their control. There might be in some
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planet a realization of Swift’s fable of the Yahoos
and Houyhnhnms; there might be worlds ruled
by insects as small as our ants, but more learned
by far than we are, although having their brains
in the neighborhood of their stomachs. (172)

Through constant references to examples from
foreign and domestic literature, here the Arabian tales and
Gulliver’s Travels, Hearn anchors his astronomical
fantasies to the everyday world of familiar books and
legends. But he foresees the day when even the wildest
creatures from the world’s most fantastic literature (e.g.,
talking fish and golden birds in the tales of Scheherazade)
may be eclipsed by the discoveries of interplanetary explo-
ration. For Hearn, astronomy is a mental amusement park
where the most fantastical dreams may actually be true.

Hearn’s next piece on astronomy, “The Fate of the
Comet,” came four months later (Sept 25, 1882) and was
far more technical and less hypothetical than his last. A
comet that had recently become visible was predicted to
burn itself up within a short period of time. This provided
Hearn with the chance to weave astronomy and religion
(Judeo-Christian and Buddhist) together in an essay on the
inevitable passing of all things. The comets, he writes, are
“luminous moths circling round and round an attracting
flame until their scorched wings cease to bear them and
they fall headlong into the consuming light” (187).
Entomology meets mythology: Icarus in space.

He calculates how long it will take for our sun to die,
presenting the numbers of the most recent astronomical
measurements: “The sun loses one tenth of a degree of heat
every 2000 years; or one degree in 20,000 years... . His
present heat is calculated at 8,000,000 degrees. Therefore
it will require 100,000,000,000 years to exhaust it. We
have time to become as gods ere that!” (190). After citing
Byron’s image of a frozen earth “blind and blackening in
the moonless air,” he concludes on a note of hope that “the
force that throbs in our hearts [will] be reborn under a
myriad million forms.” For Hearn, this idea provides a
nexus where Eastern religion, Western religion, and the
science of astronomy concur:

How grandly has the telescope of astrono-
my magnified the pantheism of the East, and the
strange thought of the Hebrew psalm: ‘The
heavens are the work of Thy hands. They shall
perish; yea, all of them shall grow old like a

garment. And as a vesture Thou shalt change
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them, and they shall be changed.” (191)

As the above quotation clearly shows, for Hearn,
science and religion were rarely, if ever, in conflict. They
differed only in their angles of inquiry. In fact, as Hearn
saw it, science, especially astronomy, simply re-enforced
what religion asked men to take on faith. We can see here
that his later work on Buddhist themes in Japan was but the
outgrowth of his early engagement with the astronomical
ideas of infinity in time and space.

Several months later, “The Life of Stars” appeared
(Feb 18, 1883). This time his theme was the simple but
astounding fact that everything in the universe, from atoms
to galaxies, is constantly moving: “There is no rest in
nature — no rest even for the bones of the dead sleeping in
the narrow streets of our cemeteries. Every atom of stone
or metal vibrates with a secret movement of its own” (An
American Miscellany II 122). The more he contemplated
this, the more excited he became: “There is no rest! What
we call fixed stars are moving with a rapidity that the
human mind is impotent to conceive — with a velocity
compared to which that of a projectile launched by a rifle
canon is absolute inertia” (123). He makes his prose churn
in imitation of the cosmic turbulence he is describing:

The infinite night roars with the parturition
of nebulae pregnant with solar systems — rages
with the agonies of dying suns; and all the while
that monstrous belt of blazing spheres to which
our own solar system belongs is changing shape
like smoke, is rolling up like a scroll, is tearing its
seething way through unknown deeps of
darkness with the rapidity of lightnings — though
we, like the creatures wriggling within a drop of
water beneath the microscope, may not feel the
huge vibrations of a larger universe, may not be
conscious of sounds too vast for our tiny brains to
comprehend. (123)

It is a single sentence of inordinate length, an extend-
ed grammatical dance of the present and present-progres-
sive tenses glorifying perpetual motion. Space, Hearn
claims, is a biological theater full of “live” organisms:
“Suns are probably seeking food, seeking union, seeking
to propagate their species like rotifera and protozoa;
comets are perhaps the swarmspores of worlds; nebulae
may be astral sperm cells” (124). Why not call the forces
studied by physicists “Life” instead of “laws of attraction

and repulsion” (124)? This notion, of course, ties in with



his ideas of ghosts as the invisible forces that animate all
things.

In another few months Hearn once again took up an
astronomical theme for the Times-Democrat. On June 26,
1883, “Sun-Spasms” appeared, the expansion of a topic
mentioned in “The Fate of the Comet™: sunspots. This time
it was a New York newspaper, the Sun, which provided the
jumping-off point. What especially intrigued him about
sunspots, or “spasms” as they were also known, was their
seeming influence on life on earth: “So intimately
connected is the life of the world with that of the sun, that
our globe throbs to every movement of solar energy”
(Hutson 198). Solar eruptions affect our scientific instru-
ments, cause earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, even
outbreaks of war. These “strange disturbances” were
examples of the kind of ghost-like activity Hearn loved to
contemplate. “Knowledge now compels us to give unto the
sun those attributes of old accorded to the androgynous
gods of the East ... all-producing, all-dissolving” (200).
Again Hearn uses scientific data to draw what he believes
is a more significant conclusion; namely, that modern
science accords perfectly with ancient religion, and that
much of our so-called progress simply confirms long-held
beliefs.

As we have seen, Hearn sometimes scoured other
publications for newsworthy science items, but he was
careful to acknowledge his sources and worked hard to
digest their contents. Then he re-worked the material,
vivifying it so that it might excite the imagination of his
readers, especially those with little interest in science. In
his next editorial on astronomy, “The Destiny of Solar
Systems” (Times-Democrat, July 22, 1883), he wrote at
great length about another of his favorite topics that
science was casting new lights upon: death.

Citing the calculations of French astronomer and
mathematician Pierre Simon Laplace (1749-1827), and the
observations of distant stars by Polish astronomer
Johannes Hevelius (1611-87) and British astronomer
William Herschel (1738-1822), Hearn again speculates on
the future of the sun, the solar system, and the human race.
“When the sun shall have lost 100 degrees of heat, the
ice-caps of the poles will have whitened out over the
breadth of both temperate zones; and all terrestrial life will
have rallied about the equator. There the final struggle [for
human survival] must take place” (Hutson 202). Fortunate-

ly, man will have help from “a magic mightier than any

sung of in the runes of the Kalewala — the magic of
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science!” (202). As usual, Hearn invokes exotic imagery
from world literature in order to make the facts of scientif-
ic discovery seem more familiar and entertaining to his
readers. Moreover, Hearn saw science as gradually proving
the truth and accuracy of literature’s most fancifully
imagined creatures and scenarios. To Hearn, science not
only explained phenomena that appeared to be “magic,” it
was a kind of magic in itself, and his job as a reporter was
to convey that sense of wonder and romance.

It is now pretty generally conceded that we
can only hope to guess the future of the human
race through the revelations of the telescope....
At distances of dizzying enormity we behold the
dying-down of sun-fires, the palpitating agony of
stars; we watch new systems being formed within
the fiery matrices of nebulae; we see likewise the
fragments of dead worlds raining down in
meteoric dust upon our globe in its incalculable
voyage through the wastes of night. (203)

He speculates that the first celestial body in our solar
system to disintegrate will be the moon. In fact, it has
already died, and what we see in the sky is a mummy:

But the true pulse-life of a world seems to
be connected with volcanic force ... [so] that
while a world lives, its lava-veins never cease to
throb; and the moon’s heart is chill, her arteries
are dried up; her body is mummified and yellow
as any corpse in any necropolis of Egypt; and its
approaching dissolution is indicated by huge
cracks in the dry skin. (204-05)

It is almost as if he wants to write an astronomical
version of his famously graphic description of the cremat-
ed victim’s remains in the Cincinnati “Tan-Yard Murder”
(Nov 9, 1874). Here the mummification of a seemingly
living orb is nearly as repulsive as any other Hearnian
treatment of death and decay.

After the moon, the planets are the next to die a
similar death, and finally the sun, which Hearn speculates
may eventually become a planet circling in another solar
system around some brightly burning star. Such notions of
cyclicality never ceased to intrigue Hearn, and instances of
them continue to appear in his writings right up until his
death. Consider this passage from “Revery” in Kotto
(1902). How much of its power and polish is owing to

Hearn’s astronomical editorials?
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Eventually our planet must die; its azure
ghost of air will shrink and pass, its seas dry up,
its very soil perish utterly, leaving only a univer-
sal waste of sand and stone — the withered
corpse of a world. Still for a time, this mummy
will turn about the sun, but only as the dead
moon wheels now across our nights — one face
forever in scorching blaze, the other in icy
darkness. So will it circle, blank and bald as a
skull; and like a skull will it bleach and crack and
crumble, ever drawing nearer and yet more near
to the face of its flaming parent, to vanish
suddenly at last in the cyclonic lightning of his
breath. One by one the remaining planets must
follow. Then will the mighty star himself begin to
fail — to flicker with ghastly changing colors —
to crimson toward his death. And finally the
monstrous fissured cinder of him, hurled into
some colossal sun-pyre, will be dissipated into a
vapor more tenuous than the dream of the dream
of a ghost.... (Writings X1, 132-33)

The scientific research that he encountered and
absorbed in writing his astronomical editorials would
furnish him with many of the basic images and ideas of his
later, even more impassioned philosophical and religious
prose flights. Let us take one example. The following ideas
expressed in the concluding paragraph to “The Destiny of
Solar Systems” appear virtually unchanged in later works:

[A]s matter and force are eternal, the work
of formation and disintegration will continue
forever as it has always been.... so that in one
sense all which is hath always been, and all which
hath been will always be, and forms only vanish
to reappear. (Hutson 207-08)

The very same idea appears reworked in “Revery,”
written some 19 years later in Japan, where he continues to
develop his ideas on the ramifications of stellar death and
rebirth:

Nothing real can be lost, even in the dissipa-
tion of a million universes .... In the nebulous
haze of our dissolution will survive the essence of
all that has ever been in human life.... Trans-
mutations there may be ... for the dust of us will
then have been mingled with the dust of other
countless worlds and of their peoples. But

nothing essential can be lost. (Writings X1, 134)
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Finding comfort in the scientific and Buddhist idea
that nothing in the universe ever truly disappears, he even
envisioned his own death as part of the universe’s endless
recycling of its matter. In “Dust” from Gleanings in
Buddha-Fields, he suggested that even the notion of the
self, or “I,” is an illusion, a random combination of
sprinkled planetary matter:

I an individual — an individual soul! Nay, I
am a population.... Countless times the
concourse now making me has been scattered,
and mixed with other scatterings. Of what
concern, then, the next disintegration? Perhaps,
after trillions of ages of burning in different
dynasties of suns, the very best of me may come
together again. (Writings VIII, 73)

These excerpts suggest the undeniable influence that
Hearn’s American editorials on aspects of astronomy had
on his later writings in Japan. Like the forms of matter that
“only vanish to reappear,” Hearn’s science editorials,
thrown out with the arrival of the next day’s newspaper,
would later recombine and reappear in new forms, making
his case for the eternal recycling and metamorphosis of all
things.

“The Destiny of Solar Systems” is arguably Hearn’s
most lyrical and stylistically accomplished expression on
an astronomical theme, but it was not his last. Four months
later he revisited the topic in “The Sun’s End”
(Times-Democrat, Nov 25, 1883), apparently to correct a
few misconceptions that had been printed in recent
articles. This time, though, he is all business. He takes to
task an unidentified author who claims the sun is not
cooling down but rather getting hotter and will eventually
roast all the planets. Instead Hearn argues for the “contrac-
tion-hypothesis” of Hermann Ludwig von Helmholtz
(1821-1894), the eminent German physicist and ophthal-
mologist. According to this theory, a very gradual contrac-
tion of the sun’s diameter would keep it hot enough to
sustain life on earth for about 10 million years, before
gradually dying out. After saying that this theory’s validity
is “highly probable,” he later backs off with the disclaimer
that “no positive proof ... has indeed yet been obtained”
(20) and urges the student to “draw his own conclusions.”
Eventually, though, as he re-iterates, the sun will burn out
and the world will end, but science cannot predict when.
His concluding thought is that few scientists believe that

the sun’s heat can last forever.



Hearn’s relative lack of enthusiasm in this article
stands out. He seems to have made no attempt to enliven
his prose with striking language and imagery in order to
stimulate the reader’s imagination. Of course, we can
speculate: there may have been a physical reason, such as
sickness or fatigue; his mind may have been preoccupied,
perhaps brooding over a perceived insult or injustice as it
sometimes did; or the piece may have been written by
someone else and mistakenly attributed to Hearn. Whatev-
er the reason, it strangely lacks the energy and rapture with
which Hearn usually wrote on topics of such grandeur
(e.g., “The Life of Stars”), and it seems as dead as a
burned-out sun when compared to his next, and perhaps
final, astronomical article.

s

That article is “Celestial Geology” in the Times
Democrat of June 15, 1884. Once again Hearn describes
how he imagines things will look rather than analyze the
theory that predicts them. His subject is the story of
cataclysmic upheaval that meteorites tell to those know
how to read them. As usual, he begins with a reference to
an expert, French scientist Stanislas Meunier (1843-1925),
who once wrote, “There is every ground for believing that
the inhabitants of Mars are more advanced than we in
every way, and immensely superior to those of Venus,
which is a much newer planet” (The Galaxy 127). Hearn,
however, did not seem to doubt him, and proclaimed to his
readers that, just as a paleontologist can construct a plausi-
ble full skeleton from one bone, so Meunier can “recon-
struct the skeletons of dead planets, from ... meteorites!”
(Notice the rare use of italics with an exclamation mark.)
Meunier’s recent article is too technical for laymen, says
Hearn, but even a brief summary “in unscientific
language” will “startle” the reader, for each piece of rock
contains a sad and wonderful adventure story:

. they tell of tempests of fire and of
earthquakes; oceans whose wave-roll never
reached terrestrial ears; islands and continents
doubtless peopled by intelligent beings whose
civilization has left no trace of its existence in the
universe . . . . That world was fair and large, and
must have circled beyond us like some huge
bright moon. Gradually the oceans dried up; the
atmosphere was absorbed; the great crust
fissured and separated from the core; the core
itself refissured and cracked asunder, and its

fragments were whirled away through the shore-

less night to shower upon other worlds, — other
points of light moving through the darkness — or
to feed the enormous furnace of the sun. (Occi-
dental Gleanings 61-62)

The same will happen to our world, too. Hearn begins
to close this astronomical essay as he typically does,
prophesying the end of human civilization. But this time he
injects an unexpectedly hopeful note that also helps to
unify the piece. Though probably not even one word of
evidence will remain, there is still a chance that man’s
existence will not be irretrievably lost:

Perhaps, as the character of a lost world may
be divined from a fragment of its cadaver, so may
the civilization of its inhabitants be ultimately
determined; and when some atom of this globe
shall fall upon the plains of a larger world in
myriads of millions of years to be, the geologists
of that distant sphere might determine at a single
glance the whole character of our history and the
whole range of our boasted learning. (62)

In his articles on astronomy, as in his other scientific
writings, Hearn generally strove to make his subject into
entertaining literature, into prose that would thrill and
enthrall a non-scientific readership. In that sense he was a
lot like his contemporary, Percival Lowell, a writer whose
books on Japan (The Soul of the Far East, 1888; Noto,
1891; Occult Japan, 1894) and on astronomy (Mars, 1895)
Hearn admired immensely and sometimes seemed to
emulate. As David Strauss writes in his biography of
Lowell, “Lowell conceived of his popular scientific works
as essentially literary.... Indeed, Lowell believed that
popularization of science was a greater challenge than
writing for a professional audience” (Percival Lowell 74).
Hearn, who also tried to combine science and literature,
respected a man like Lowell who could bridge and blend
the two disciplines so beautifully. He wrote to George
Gould in 1889 that The Soul of the Far East was “an
astounding book — a godlike book™ (Writings X1V, 87);
and in a letter of 1902, Hearn advised Professor Yrjo Hirn
to read it “many times.” But he seemed equally impressed
with Lowell’s scientific writing: “It is strange,” wrote
Hearn, “that Lowell should have written the very best book
in the English language on the very old Japanese life and
character, and the most startling astronomical book of the
period — ‘Mars’ — more interesting than any romance”

(Writings XV, 218). Though Lowell’s works appeared
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many years after Hearn’s scientific editorials, the two
authors’ interests and artistic spirits were remarkably
aligned. !

Hearn’s conclusions to his scientific pieces often
reveal how closely science and religion were linked in his
mind, and how science for him was but one tool in the
ultimate quest to comprehend the mysteries of our
existence. He would have agreed thoroughly with Albert
Einstein’s assertion that “Science without religion is lame,
religion without science is blind.”

Though always somewhat suspicious of its wondrous
predictions, Hearn never tired of speculating about the
potentials of science. Science was his dream machine, an
essential muse that inspired some of his most passionate
and soaring journalism and some of his most effectively
articulated essays.> While working as a journalist in
America, science stimulated every area of his thought and
outfitted him, at least in part, with the mental equipment he
needed to write his more famous books, stories, and essays.
In his speculative reports, with their dreams of what might
one day be, the power of his prose enabled the reader to
soar along with him on his sometimes outrageously imagi-
native flights. But in the end he always tried to bring the
reader back down to earth and reality by linking his
scientific speculations to familiar examples from world
literature and the Bible. It is clear that scientific informa-
tion had long stimulated his creative imagination, and he
used that imagination to craft exceptionally styled passag-
es of writing, both as a young reporter in America and as a

more fully fledged man of letters in Japan.

299,

! See Peter Mclvor’s “’Feeling — Not Reason’: Lafcadio Hearn
Considers Percival Lowell,” The Transactions of the Asiatic Society
of Japan, Vol. 15,2000, pp. 47-56.

2 Not all readers have found Hearn’s editorial work interesting.
Arthur E. Kunst summarily dismissed it as “a response to the vulgar
passion of his era for spurious profundity; volumes of pseudosci-
ence and philosophic folly” that were “turned out by Hearn for a
grateful but happily non-thinking audience.” The writings were “of
no literary value” and “of trivial historical importance.” Others
have felt differently. In his relatively recent re-evaluation of Hearn’s
writing, Jonathan Cott quotes generously from Hearn’s journalism
as evidence of stylistic excellence. Albert Mordell, the foremost
collector of Hearn’s American journalism, concludes that although
Hearn “was no specialist,” his scientific work is that of “a poet
writing with his logical faculties ... not in abeyance” (Gleanings
xxiii). While Mordell’s collections are invaluable and his prefatory
comments insightful, he provides only brief consideration of a small

number of scientific articles.
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Chronological table of Hearn’s scientific journalism.

J=Johnson; H= Hutson; OG=0ccidental Gleanings; N=Nishizaki; AM=American Miscellany

Branch of Science

J34

J 44

J 53

J 98

J 120

J 131

J 142

J 150
H4

H 17

H 19

OG I 39
N 10

OG I 42
H 46

H 50

H 92

H 111

H 118

H 129

N 88

H 138

N 1

N 56

N 120

H 169

H 178
OGI 48
H 187

H 192
AMII 122
N 157

H 196
AMII 126 H 201
N 17
OGI 58
N 207
OGI xxi
OGI 195
N 160

Medical Science

Skulls and Skeletons

The Recent Zoological Romance
A Slaughter-House Story

An Hour With A Naturalist
Climatic Curiosities

Beluga Catodon

Embalming A Corpse

Fantastic Possibilities of Invention
Insect Politics

Is the Sea Serpent an Eel?

The Alchemist’s Dream Realized
Unfolded Mysteries

Some Startling Facts and Dreadful Dreams

Desert or Sea

The Secrets of the Infinite
The Electric Light

A Dream of Futurity

What Is Light

As If Painted By Lightning
Dr. Hava’s Tarantula
Rainbow Birds

The New Radiance

Insect Civilization

Invisible Poisons

Some Grotesque Theorizing
The Present Status of the Germ Theory
News About Ants

The Fate of the Comet
Submarine Gossip

The Life of Stars

Myopia

Sun Spasms

The Destiny of Solar Systems
The Sun’s End

Celestial Geology

A Great English Physician
The Magician of Paris

The Creole Doctor
Eye-Transplantation

Enquirer
Enquirer
Enquirer
Enquirer
Commercial
Commercial
Commercial
Commercial
ltem

Item

Item

Item

ltem

[tem

ltem

Item

ltem

Item

ltem

[tem

ltem

Item

ltem

Item

ltem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
Times-Dem
NY Tribune
Times-Dem

Mar 24, 1874
Aug 30, 1874
May 1, 1875
Aug 21, 1876
April 15, 1877
May 6, 1877
June 29, 1877
July 11, 1877
June 25, 1878
July 8, 1878
July 13, 1878
Dec 20, 1878
Jan 24, 1879
Mar 26, 1879
June 29, 1879
Aug 15, 1879
June 20, 1880
Nov 8, 1880
Dec 21, 1880
April 29, 1881
May 4, 1881
June 5, 1881
Sept 16, 1881
Oct 4, 1881
Nov 1, 1881
May 24, 1882
Aug 8, 1882
Aug 27, 1882
Sept 25, 1882
Dec 10, 1882
Feb 18, 1883
Mar 4, 1883
June 26, 1883
July 22, 1883
Nov 25, 1883
June 15, 1884
Dec 15, 1885
Dec 24, 1885
Jan 3, 1886
Jan 24, 1886

Medicine
Medicine
Biology
Medicine
Biology
Meteorology
Biology
Medicine
Technology
Entomology
Biology
Chemistry
General

Earth Science
Earth Science
Astronomy
Technology
Biotechnology
Physics
Technology
Entomology
Biology
Technology
Entomology
Biology
Astronomy
Biology
Entomology
Astronomy
Biology
Astronomy
Ophthalmology
Astronomy
Astronomy
Astronomy
Astronomy
Medicine
Biology
Medicine
Ophthalmology
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