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The Picturesque: 
A Key Concept of the Eighteenth Century 

In view of the many strands of development in eighteenth-century British 
social history it appears almost impossible to find a satisfactory common 
denominator. Notions such as "Enlightenment", 1 "The Rise of the Middle 
Class(es)" or "Industrial Revolution" are attempts to do this with convenient 
terms. They are, however, in most cases neither appropriate nor sufficient.2 

The term "Enlightenment" is an analogy to the development in France, which 
was quite different from the British situation,3 and "The Rise of the Middle 
Class(es)" not only began already in the Late Middle Ages, but also continued 
after the eighteenth century! Let us therefore have a closer look at one 
particular historical fact from the eighteenth century which is considered espe­
cially rich in consequences. 

In 1709, Abraham Darby, a member of the "Society of Friends" (or 
"Quakers'), put into operation a blast-furnace at Coalbrookdale near Shrews­
bury, which he had designed himself using several technical improvements for 
the production of iron, e.g. the use of coke from mineral coal instead of 
charcoal. All in all, he set an important example for industrial processes. It 
spurred on the development at Coalbrookdale in such a way that this place 
has recently been designated "The Silicon Valley of the eighteenth century" 
and reconstructed as a museum.5 What Darby initiated at Coalbrookdale can, 

This term is used mainly by non-British historians. Cf. e.g. Friedrich Meinecke: Die 
Entstehungdes Historismus (Munich: Oldenbourg 1965), 193ff. 

2 Christopher Hill: "Reformation to Industrial Revolution". In: Industry and Empire: From 
1750 to the Present Day, ed. E. J. Hobsbawm ( Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968); John Foster: 
C/,zss Struggle and the Industrial Revolution (London: Methuen, 1974); Peter Mathias: The 
First Industrial Nation. An Economic History of Britain 1700-1914 2nd ed. (London and 
New York: Methuen, I 983). 

3 Actually the term "Enlightenment" was actively rejected by British authors because it 
seemed to carry the notion of French atheism and libertine morals. 

4 E.g. Manfred Riedel: �Burger, Staatsburger, Burgertum: In: Geschichtliche Grundbegrijfe, 
I, eds. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze and Reinhart Koselleck (Stuttgart: Klett, 1972). 

5 Cf. the detailed and instructive Museum Guide of the "lronbridge Gorge Museum". Sec 
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above all, be characterized as a qualitative impulse in terms of a functional 
differentiation.6 In this case, reducing mineral coal to pure carbon before 
putting it in the blast-furnace implied that functional components of a certain 
process of production had been laid bare and intensified, which led more 
directly and effectively to the desired goal. The same thing applies when a 
smith's hearth is replaced by a blast-furnace, i.e. when hand-crafting is trans­
formed into mass production. Such production, however, cannot be effected 
without other preconditions. Therefore it is no mere coincidence that Darby 
belonged to a sect which, though not strictly believing in the Calvinistic and 
Puritan dogma of the fundamental uncertainty of divine grace, was ascetically 
striving to find proofs of salvation through economic success in following 
one's "inner light" .7 Among the economic preconditions necessary for such 
industrial developments was a system of banking and finance, which would 
offer the basis for the economic and functionalistic initiatives of individuals 
and provide them with capital (i.e., the accumulated results of the work of 
others) and reduce the risk for the individual.8 For such purposes the Bank of 
England, the insurance business ("Lloyd's") and extended possibilities for 
speculation had been created by 1700. Although these mechanisms had been 
designed to facilitate enterprises in international trade they also furthered the 
advance of functional differentiation in the field of production. 

Another achievement of the eighteenth century is (modern) historiogra­
phy, i.e. the formation of a historical consciousness which previously had 
existed only in a different form or on a considerably smaller scale (such as 
salvation history or the writing of chronicles).9 Obviously British society, 
which by the end of the eighteenth century had undergone massive changes 
through functional differentiation, could now be understood as a coherent 
whole only by means of a new temporal and perspectival design. 10 

also figure 65. 
6 This term plays a central role in the thought of the systems-theoretican Nik.las Luhmann. 

Cf., his Soziologische Aujklarung. Aufsiitze zur Theorie soziaier Systeme 2nd ed. (Opladen: 
Westdeutscher Verlag, 1971), esp. bis article "Soziologic als Thcoric sozialer Systeme", 
113-36; here: 123ff.

7 A short sketch of Puritan thought is given in Gerd Birkner, Literatur und H eilsgewiftheit 
(Munich: Fink, 1972), 7ff. An overview of the Puritan sects and amongst them Quakerism 
is presented in Ivan D. Ebner,Autobiography in Seventeenth-Century England (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1971). 

8 Maurice Dobb, Studies in the Development of Capitalism rev. ed. (London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1972), 177ff.; Christopher Hill, The Century of Revolution, 1603-1714 2nd ed. 
(Walton-on Thames: Nelson, 1980), 224ff. 

9 Meinecke, 193ff. 
10 Jurgen Habermas: •Ober das Subjekt dcrGcschichte." In: Seminar: Geschichte und Theone. 
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