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he discoveries and developments 
of the Victorian period underpin 
and shape our geological 
framework: The expansion and 
refinement of William Smith’s 

stratigraphic concepts, the definition and 
naming of the eons, eras, systems, series 
and many stages that are part of our 
geological DNA and working vocabulary. 

Cultural value 
Charles Lyell [1797-1875] was a major 
thinker and influencer in the development 
of the Earth sciences. Lyell’s first edition of 
his Principles of Geology accompanied the 
young geologist Charles Darwin on his 
famous voyage of discovery on the  
HMS Beagle.

“‘Darwin always believed that his books 
‘came half out of Lyell’s brains’.”1 Lyell was a 
well-travelled and prolific author of books 
(6), through several revised editions (30) and 
numerous journal articles (87)2.  The twelve 
revised editions from 1830-1875 effectively 
trace the progress of geological knowledge 
in this formative period. Lyell’s writings 
were read widely by the aspiring and 
influential classes of his period and thus 
have significant wider cultural value as the 
first major works that popularised geology 
as a serious yet accessible science. 

Export risk 
Throughout his life, Lyell recorded 
his observations meticulously with 
frequent cross-references to 
articles, books, conversations and 
letters, in a legible hand. Overall, he 
filled 297 notebooks, of which 294 
have now surfaced from his 
descendant’s library. The death of 
the third Baron Lyell has forced his 
executors to sell his library’s contents in 
order to pay death duties. Lyell’s notebooks 
have had an offer from an unknown 
transatlantic individual. The intended 
purchase faces a temporary export ban to 
allow time to raise funds to keep the 

notebooks in the UK. The required sum is 
£1,444,000.

To fulfil the conditions of the ban, various 
institutions have agreed to support the 
University of Edinburgh Library to lead the 
fund-raising and to provide the home for 
the notebooks. They would join the largest 
collection of Lyell material from a an early 
twentieth century bequest. Importantly, the 
University of Edinburgh Library would 
make the notebooks digitally available to 
the public.

Securing this important resource for the 
public and academics to research would 
advance our knowledge of our subject and 
one of its great thinkers. Studying the history 
of geology provides a means to connect with 
‘how we know what we know’, intellectually 
and from past field observations. It can only 
be achieved if original material, such as 
Lyell’s notebooks, are archived and made 
available. In the uncertain scenario of an 
anonymous buyer, the way forward is to 
secure them for a reliable institution 
committed to making them accessible.

Crowd-sourcing 
Major donations from benevolent individuals, 
charities, corporations and institutions have 
been secured. However, their generosity does 

not amount to the full sum needed. 
A public fund-raising campaign 
has been launched to secure the 
remaining amount. The success of 
this initiative relies on smaller 
groups and societies giving what 
they can and for individuals to 
respond wholeheartedly to the 
crowd-sourcing website (www.
ed.ac.uk/giving/save-lyell-

notebooks). Please, if you can, dig deep!

Dig deep for  
Lyell’s notebooks 

SOAPBOX
CALLING!

Lyell’s notebooks are at risk of export. Support a crowd-funding 
initiative to keep this valuable resource in the UK, urges John Henry

T
Soapbox is open to contributions 
from all Fellows. You can always 
write a letter to the Editor, of 
course, but perhaps you feel you 
need more space? 

If you can write it entertainingly in 
500 words, the Editor would like 
to hear from you. Email your piece, 
and a self-portrait, to  
amy.whitchurch@geolsoc.org.
uk.  Copy can only be accepted 
electronically. No diagrams, tables 
or other illustrations please.

Pictures should be of print 	
quality – please take photographs 
on the largest setting on your 
camera, with a plain background.  

Precedence will always be given 
to more topical contributions.   
Any one contributor may not 
appear more often than once per 
volume (once every 12 months).
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            SECURING THIS 
IMPORTANT RESOURCE 
FOR THE PUBLIC AND 
ACADEMICS TO RESEARCH 
WOULD ADVANCE OUR 
KNOWLEDGE OF OUR 
SUBJECT AND ONE OF ITS 
GREAT THINKERS

John Henry (FGS); e-mail: john@geolmaps.com

1 �The Darwin Project: https://www.darwinproject.
ac.uk/charles-lyell (accessed 18/05/19).

2 �Baldwin, S.A. (2013) A Brief Bibliography of Sir 
Charles Lyell, FRS, Bt, geologist. Baldwin’s Scientific 
Books, Witham, 31 pp.
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New Publications

William Smith’s Fossils Reunited

By: Peter Wigley (Editor) with Jill Darrell, Diana Clements and Hugh Torrens 

With a Foreword by Sir David Attenborough, William Smith’s Fossils Reunited is intended
both for the William Smith enthusiast and also for those with a more general interest
in the work of this remarkable pioneering geologist. The fossil illustrations and maps in
this exquisite volume are aesthetically pleasing in their own right and demonstrate the
extraordinary skill of early nineteenth-century engravers and map makers.
View more at: www.geolsoc.org.uk/WSFR

Edited by: S. Ferrero, P. Lanari, P. Goncalves and E. G. Grosch
In Earth evolution, mountain belts are the loci of crustal growth, reworking and recycling.
These crustal-scale processes are unravelled through microscale investigations of textures
and mineral assemblages of metamorphic rocks. Multiple episodes of metamorphism,
re-equilibration and deformation, however, generally produce a complex and tightly
interwoven pattern of microstructures and assemblages.
View more at: www.geolsoc.org.uk/SP478

Metamorphic Geology: Microscale to Mountain Belts

Glaciated Margins: The Sedimentary and Geophysical Archive

Edited by:  D. P. Le Heron, K. A. Hogan, E. R. Phillips, M. Huuse, M. E. Busfield
and A. G. C. Graham
Understanding the sedimentary and geophysical archive of glaciated margins is a complex
task that requires integration and analysis of disparate sedimentological and geophysical
data. Their analysis is vital for understanding the dynamics of past ice sheets and how they
interact with their neighbouring marine basins, on timescales that cannot be captured by
observations of the cryosphere today
View more at: www.geolsoc.org.uk/SP475




