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The Victorian Palace of Science maps the role of science in the rebuilding of the Palace of
Westminster between the fire of October 1834 and the eventual reopening of the per-
manent Lords, in 1847, and Commons, in 1852. During that time, as both Houses sat in
temporary accommodation, a series of select committees, royal commissions and on-site
experiments sought to identify the most appropriate type of stone with which to build
parliament, the best means of ventilating and lighting the building internally, and the most
efficient timekeeping system with which to order activity within and outside of the palace.
Through a fascinating patchwork of characters,and the stories of their contentious scientific
experiments, Gillin charts an intriguing and previously untold narrative of the ideological,
epistemological and personal battles that gave the buildings of parliament their modern
form. In doing so, this eclectic and ambitious book expands greatly on the recent work of
Caroline Shenton to place the rebuilding of the houses of parliament in its wider scientific,
architectural and political context.1

The first two chapters unpick the attitudes of various parliamentarians to the rebuilding
of parliament, as well as Charles Barry (1795–1860),who was appointed as head architect of
the project after his gothic design for the palace won a public competition in 1836.Chapter
1 argues for a ‘rhetorical consensus’ across the political spectrum that the new palace should
embrace new technologies to ‘reflect enlightened government’ (p. 23). For moderate whigs
and Conservatives, such as Peel and Melbourne,Barry’s technically-ambitious gothic design
reaffirmed ‘continuity with the past in a narrative of gradual progress’ (p. 28). The radical
MP, Joseph Hume (1777–1855), and the utilitarian-sympathisingWestminster Review, sought
to use the latest scientific technology to ventilate, light and rebuild parliament (in an anti-
gothic design) as an enlightened site of ‘scientific government’ (p. 32). The enigmatic but
oft-ridiculed philosophic whig, Lord Brougham (1778–1868), and his Edinburgh Review set,
favoured a classical style that reflected their own esteem for Greek architecture and their
belief in its ability to mirror the science of its age. The Conservative Quarterly Review,
and ultra-tory Blackwood’s Magazine, saw gothic as a means of reasserting the constitution’s
medieval legacy,while tentatively embracing new technologies that would allow parliament,
and by extension the constitution, to defy the ‘decay of time’ (p. 51).
Barry, then, pleased moderates and ultras by uniting ‘the mechanical and the romantic’

(p. 55) in his gothic design for parliament – a design couched in a ‘rhetoric of science’ that
embraced ‘the latest philosophical learnings in chemistry and mechanics’ (p. 54). Gillin ex-
pertly contextualises Barry’s proposals within contemporary understandings of science and
his vision for professional architecture. Barry is placed in the scientific school of William
Whewell, the Cambridge polymath who believed that scientific knowledge, built through
centuries of practical experience, led to truth and ‘confirmed faith’ (p. 70).This was in stark
contrast to the radical John Stuart Mill, whose more experimental and theoretical notions
saw science as an ‘inducer of political reform’ (p. 70). Significantly, Barry’s decision to em-
brace a Whewellian framework and secure himself the role as head architect, is identified
as a key moment in the professionalisation of architecture during the 1830s. As part of this
process, Barry committed himself to developing an exhaustive knowledge of the technical
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expertise behind every aspect of the rebuilding of parliament, which explains his frequent
disputes with various ‘experts’ in subsequent chapters, as well as his somewhat overbearing
style of micromanagement.
The rest of the book explores how Barry worked with several contemporary experts in

geology, chemistry, optics, and horology to build, ventilate, light, and keep time in, parlia-
ment. Chapter 3 provides an extensive narrative of the royal commission, headed by Barry,
that toured the quarries and buildings of Britain during 1838 to select the best stone for
parliament. Barry and the commission’s largely Whewellian concept of science meant that
they generally favoured the observation of ancient structures over laboratory experiments
that simulated London’s atmosphere, in order to see which stone would survive ‘the test
of decay over time’ (p. 96). One of the strengths throughout is Gillin’s attention to the
role of religion and its influence over the various protagonists featured in this book. For
instance, for the geologist and commissioner,William Smith (1769–1839), science and the
rebuilding of parliament carried with it deep religious connotations: ‘geology was the ob-
servation of creation … architecture was the reordering of strata … chemistry was a means
for replicating the work of the divine’ and by building a parliament that defied decay, ‘ar-
chitecture could assume the permanence of Creation’ (p. 107). Another common theme
then emerges, as Barry falls out with his colleagues, and then paymasters,before overpower-
ing them and overseeing the installation of an ultimately imperfect ‘scientifically’ approved
stone for parliament.
In this regard, tensions are most marked in the following chapter when Barry is faced

with the more radically-inclined David Boswell Reid (1805–63),who was placed in charge
of finding a solution for ventilating parliament.Reid’s background as an experimental Ed-
inburgh chemist, his connection to Brougham, his Scottish evangelical sympathisers, who
view ‘Christian science as a tool of social improvement’ (p. 139), and his endless, and seem-
ingly dangerous, trials pumping air through the temporary Commons between 1836 and
1845, proved too much for Barry and moderate political opinion. As a result, Reid, who
was characterised by The Times as an ‘aerial Guy Fawkes’ (p. 174), was only allowed to
ventilate the permanent Commons and was sacked shortly after its opening in 1852. On
the other side of a wall in the basement of parliament, Barry devised his own ventilation
system for the permanent Lords, and the physical remnants of this tense relationship remain
in the palace today.2 A similar story appears to accompany Goldsworthy Gurney (1793–
1875) and his experiments in lighting the temporary Commons and eventually parliament’s
corridors between 1839 and 1843. However, the ultimate influence of this experimental
chemist on the final Barry-devised lighting solution for the permanent Commons remains
a little unclear. This is not the case with the final chapter, however, which tells the fasci-
nating story of the mathematician and astronomer royal, George Biddell Airy (1801–92),
and his attempts to control timekeeping throughout parliament from Greenwich through
the use of ‘magneto-electric’ telegraphic impulses (p. 240). Ultimately, Airy’s plans proved
overly reliant on still-imperfect technology, unnecessarily expensive, and sparked fears of
‘excessive’ centralised control of time (p. 252).While Airy’s plans for timekeeping through-
out parliament were eventually shelved in favour of human observation, his influence over
parliament proved long lasting after his mathematical interventions in 1859 ensured that
the chimes of Big Ben have remained a constant feature of the metropolis ever since.
This is in an important intervention in architectural history, and a successful challenge

to histories of the Palace of Westminster, and architectural histories more generally, that are
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preoccupied with aesthetics and style. It is also a significant contribution to the history of
science, not just because of the new story it tells, but in the way it expands on the work
of Joe Bord to show how contested notions of science permeated governing approaches
during the age of reform.3 While parliamentary history, per se, is not the book’s particu-
lar aim, students of parliamentary investigations and administration will find it invaluable.
Importantly, it opens up interesting new avenues for future research for political historians.
A raft of characters and a plethora of select committees and commissions (over 30 reports
are listed in the bibliography) sat on the topic of parliament’s rebuilding between 1833 and
1861.Gillin tells the narrative of these committees well, but there is still room for a detailed
prosopographical analysis of these committees that fits the rebuilding of parliament into
wider movements for reform.There is also still room to build on the recent work of Ryan
Vieira and to question how much the technologies discussed in this book, and the spaces
they affected,altered politics and political culture at Westminster during the period.4 Gillin’s
contention that the rebuilding of parliament was an attempt to demonstrate authority to
the public by using the latest enlightened technologies to build a ‘modern architectural
organ of governance’ (p. 270) is convincing, but what, if anything, did new stone, air, light,
and time mean in real terms for legislation, working practices in parliament and public
perceptions of politics during the 19th century?
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The fruits of Ellis Watson’s research on the British elite were published in 2000, in his Born to
Rule:British Political Elites.The British and Irish Ruling Class 1660–1745 is, as it were, the tree:
the database on which it relied. It consists of a listing of all families in the British Isles who
had at least one member sit in either house of parliament between 1660 and 1945, and were
represented in parliament by at least three members at any time between the Middle Ages
and 2015, including for these purposes,membership of the Scottish parliament before 1707
or after 1999, and membership in the Irish parliament before 1801 or after 1922 (whether
this incorporates both Stormont and the Dáil is not stated).The listings provide a very brief
summary of the origins of the family’s arrival in the elite (the 1st Baron Tenterden was ‘the
son of a hairdresser. He became a barrister and chief justice of the King’s Bench’); a listing
of members of the family who were members of the house of commons; a reference to the
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