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Introduction
Joyce E. Chaplin and Darrin M. McMahon

“Genius” is a seductive term and slippery too—used often, and frequently
abused. Motivational speakers, magazine editors, and the authors of inspi-
rational biographies have certainly grasped its appeal, to say nothing of
the hopeful parents of tiny potential Mozarts, Austens, and Einsteins. But
though genius’s allure helps to keep it in the public eye, popular fascination
has tended to put scholars on guard. The late French philosopher Jacques
Derrida acknowledged as much when he dared to broach the subject at a
formal gathering among scholars in 2003. “In according the least legitimacy
to the word ‘genius,’”” he confessed, “one is considered to sign one’s resigna-
tion from all fields of knowledge...This noun ‘genius,’”” he added, “makes us
squirm.”! Some academic observers have doubted whether a word so com-
monly used can possess genuine meaning or intellectual merit. Others have
worried about its associations with discredited theories of human superior-
ity and inferiority. Social scientists and psychologists, meanwhile, respond
by attempting to pin down the criteria of genius with greater rigor, hoping
to detect its presence and understand its spread among populations for the
benefit of humanity. As the psychologist Lewis Terman, a key architect of the
IQ exam, put it in his landmark Genetic Studies of Genius (1925), “The origins
of genius, [and] the natural laws of its development are scientific problems of
almost unequaled importance for human welfare.”?

Whatever the veracity of that claim, the impetus behind it points to a
presumption that the chapters in this volume seek to question: that genius
is a constant and recurring phenomenon among human populations. That
presumption, in turn, highlights the fact that genius as a historical concept,
rather than as a presumed transhistorical fact, is surprisingly underexamined.
Only a handful of studies to date have attempted to explain its emergence
and development as a contingent category, one shaped by the exigencies of
time and place.? Building on this budding interest, the chapters in this vol-
ume seek to examine the uses to which concepts of genius have been put in
different cultures and times. Collectively, they are designed to make two new
statements. First, seen in historical and comparative perspective, genius is
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not a natural fact and universal human constant that has been only recently
identified by modern science, but instead it is a categorical mode of assessing
human ability and merit. Second, as a concept with specific definitions and
resonances, genius has performed specific cultural work within each of the
societies in which it has had a historical presence.

It is precisely because of the varying historical manifestations of genius
that we suggest it had multiple genealogies, even as its branching lines of
descent can be traced to a common ancestor. That shared ancestry is at least
as complex as it is long, but its main developments occurred in three phases
during the ancient, early modern, and modern eras. In the first phase, the
ancient Greeks referred to daimones (demons)—what in Latin would be called
a genius—to describe a type of divinity that offered protection or inspiration.
Such entities could occupy hearth and household, they could accompany
individuals into workshops or onto battlefields, or they could hover over fam-
ilies, communities, and even entire nations. Daimones might be “demonic”
in the present and negative sense of that word, or they could be what later
peoples would think of as angelic; the idea of having two guiding daimones,
good and evil, itself comes from antiquity. For the Romans, a genius origi-
nally meant this kind of deity, though gradually the term began to imply not
just the origin of the divine force that possessed one but also the gift that
an individual possessed. In Roman times (and here we see one origin of a
long-standing and insidious prejudice), only men were thought to possess a
genius. All men had a genius for something, which gave shape to their individ-
ual character, but the greatest individuals could lay claim to a superior force
of this kind—what Cicero, in describing the daimonion or “little demon” of
Socrates, called the philosopher’s quiddam divinum, his “divine something.”
That mysterious force was what set a man such as Socrates—said by the oracle
at Delphi to have been the wisest who lived—apart from all others. It was the
supernatural source that gave him superhuman, even godlike, powers.

The eventual dominance of Christianity in Europe did not dispel these
associations, nor did it do away with the name or the concept of the pagan
genius. Although Christian monotheism in its western and eastern manifesta-
tions certainly discouraged open acceptance of blessings that did not come
from the Trinity, faith in interventions from angels, appeals to patron saints,
and fear of demonic influence bore more than passing resemblances to the
pagan beliefs that had preceded them. In short, the daimones and genii sur-
vived.* Well into the seventeenth century, European dictionaries bore testi-
mony to that fact, recording, like Robert Cawdrey’s A Table Alphabeticall of
Hard Usual English Words (1604), that genius implied “the angell that waits on
man, be it a good or evil angell.”’

Genius as a notion that bore a more direct relationship to the modern
understanding of individuals of superior creative or intellectual endowments
began to emerge only gradually in the early modern period and rose to prom-
inence in the eighteenth century. During the Renaissance, the elision of the
word genius with ingenium, a classical Latin term for natural talent or ability,
began to articulate the possibility that human beings could actually possess
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godlike abilities, not just borrow them or receive them via divine inspira-
tion or bestowal.® “Genius,” that is to say, began to imply a kind of superior
human mind, an understanding that gained widespread acceptance during
the eighteenth century, when illustrious individuals were celebrated as gen-
iuses themselves, persons who embodied the force of genius.

Indeed, whatever the place of reason in the Enlightenment, and despite
that era’s amply noted liberationist tendencies in political philosophy and
actual reform, it was precisely during this period that the genius figure
achieved prominence as a member of a kind of supra-human elite with god-
like capacities that seemed to surpass ordinary human reason. That may have
been gratifying to the early living exemplars—almost exclusively white men
of European origin—though genius, like sainthood, was most often conferred
after the fact. Still, it is from contemporary descriptions that we inherit the
designation of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, as a genius in letters, Isaac
Newton or Benjamin Franklin as geniuses in natural science, or Napoleon
Bonaparte as a genius in statecraft and war. This novel meaning of genius as a
human individual of original and exalted powers was also, in the eighteenth
century, extended backward in time, bestowed upon the likes of Homer or
William Shakespeare, neither of whom would have recognized the label in
its new form, however convinced the latter may have been of his “ingenuity”
and “genius” for playmaking.”

But it was really only during the modern period, the nineteenth century
and continuing into the twentieth, that geniuses acquired the full range and
complement of associations they now most commonly share. The genius
became in this period a human paragon—unique, exceptional, and one of a
kind—and yet somehow multiplying in ever-greater numbers and across an
expanding set of domains. The proliferation was first apparent in terms of
Romantic definitions of the individual, and especially the artist, as beyond
human typicality. That view endorsed a strong sense of individual differ-
entiation, indeed of individualism as essential to the human personality—
any personality. But geniuses were deemed more individual than ordinary
human beings, less likely to think and act by established conventions and
norms, genuinely original and so often eccentric, or even mad.® Geniuses
were imagined as lawgivers and lawmakers (at times lawbreakers) who chal-
lenged established authorities in art and thought and were believed to fol-
low a higher law. And they were driven by powerful energies and an intense
capacity for sustained concentration and labor.

As if to make genius indelible, beyond any human ability to acquire or alter
it, nature was assigned a fundamental role in governing human experience
(and determining human aptitude). That designation of genius as deeply nat-
ural grounded it within each person who had it, or supplied him (typically)
with an intensity of knowledge from without, as in Wordsworth’s “impulse
from a vernal wood.” And it was precisely because of their engagement with
nature, with universal truths based in materiality, that many more scien-
tists joined artists as the kinds of people thought most likely to personify
genius, just as they increasingly played a role—in fields such as phrenology,
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craniometry, statistics, and medical psychology—in identifying its alleged
presence. Whereas artists broadly conceived (poets, musicians, painters, etc.)
captured truths about the human soul, scientists saw into the tiniest constitu-
ents of life and across the vast expanse of the universe. Together, they could
be imagined as visionaries and prophets, revealers of wonder. At the same
time, those working in the human sciences—philosophy or social theory—
might lay claim to such prerogatives. Nietzsche would be hailed as a prophet,
or, as Engels said of Marx, a “genius.” Statesmen, finally, could be styled (or
style themselves) on the model of Napoleon as visionaries and “artists,” who
might shape from human material works of imagination, originality, and
sublime and transcendent power.

Such emerging cultural ideals helped to give genius, and geniuses, a com-
manding presence in nineteenth-century Europe, as well as the neo-Europes
created by imperialism abroad. Even before the cults surrounding the British
Lake Poets, and thereafter resounding in the reverence for cultural figures and
virtuosi such as Byron, Beethoven, Goethe, Verdi, Delacroix, Darwin, Hugo,
and Wagner, the ideal of the genius figure merged with that of the celebrity,
who was also an eighteenth-century invention.” The hundreds of thousands
of well-wishers and enthusiasts who attended Victor Hugo’s funeral in 1885
are just one indication of the extraordinary outpouring of reverence for pub-
licly recognized “geniuses,” whose lives and deaths were followed closely in
the press, encouraging a trade in “relics” and memorabilia, along with “pil-
grimages” to select sites of memory.!? Such veneration, whether among the
living or the special dead, carried over into the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, when contemporaries were quick to compare the worship of genius to
a “religion,” replete with martyrs such as Van Gogh, saints such as Einstein,
and wizards such as Edison.!! And though, after World War 1I, the religious
enthusiasm for great men was steadily called into question, a figure such as
Picasso could still pay his restaurant bills with a sketch. Genius commanded
privilege.

Arguably, it does so still—witness the adulation heaped on Stephen Hawking
or Steven Jobs. Yet the gap between celebrity and genius, always close, is now
closer than ever, with less and less differentiation between the two. At the
same time, the field of possibility has widened well beyond the domains of
high culture, science, and statecraft that once confined it. Geniuses now bask
under that designation in every possible realm of human endeavor, from
cooking, to sports and rock and roll, to the selling of goods on the Internet.
The trend is quite obviously an aspect of a new willingness to democratize
human excellence, to make exceptionalism typical, as if everyone were a gen-
ius at something. Never mind that this is paradoxical—what was once con-
sidered the prized possession of a natural human elite is now imagined to be
within the grasp of all.

It is easy enough to mock the process. Already in the 1950s the philosopher
Hannah Arendt was decrying what she saw as the “commercialization and
vulgarization” of genius, and it is difficult today not to laugh when genius
is presented in a thriving self-help literature as an aspirational goal (Learn
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to think like da Vinci!).'? To be sure, the tendency to define genius broadly
and democratically is laudable insofar as it has facilitated the recognition of
extraordinary achievement in overlooked, maligned, or marginalized groups,
especially those who have struggled against the historical exclusions of rac-
ism and sexism. Yet, to make everyone a genius would be the end of the idea.
Do we face a future, to paraphrase Andy Warhol, when all might enjoy 15
minutes of genius? By that point, clearly, we would be ready for a new term.

In order to help make sense of these developments, this book aims to
explore the changing fortunes of genius since its self-conscious birth in the
eighteenth century. It aims to do so in new ways. For although the literature
on genius is extensive, too rarely have scholars considered the subject from a
position of historical awareness, let alone historical knowledge.'* On the one
hand, social and natural scientists since the nineteenth century have sought
to identify the enduring properties of genius, searching (largely in vain) for
its markers and traces in everything from cranial size to the intelligence quo-
tient. Such investigations persist, as witnessed by the ongoing fascination
with studying the brains of luminaries such as Einstein, while social psychol-
ogists continue to study the qualities and correlations of eminence and elite
performance.!* Scholars of literature, the arts, and aesthetics, on the other
hand, though once concerned to identify genius and geniuses as the creators
of timeless chefs d’oeuvres, have in recent decades been more interested in top-
pling genius as an arbiter of aesthetic distinction, unmasking its ideological
character and exposing its myths.!> Though often instructive, this literature
has tended, with some exceptions, to eschew a broader historical analysis of
genius in favor of exposing specific facets of its use around salient individuals
or themes.!¢ Finally, there persists to this day a celebratory literature that has
accompanied genius since the eighteenth century. Seeking to glorify rather
than to analyze or explain, such writings seldom bother to question the cat-
egory they seek to promote.

The chapters of this volume, by contrast, build on recent work examining
the history of genius in order to bring greater historical awareness to the com-
plex and often contested ways the category has been deployed in the modern
era.l” The volume includes ten essays, which together span the eighteenth
through the twentieth centuries, and is organized into three chronologically
distinct sections that examine the changing meanings of genius over time.
Collectively the essays bring to light a revealing and persistent paradox: that
the conceptual category of genius, understood as a natural and privileged
form of human difference constituting a new kind of human elite, emerged
alongside and often in conjunction with modern democratic societies that
frequently claimed legitimacy on the basis of some form of human equality.
As with all historical paradoxes, this demands explanation, which the essays
of the volume undertake in a series of focused, evocative case studies.

The book’s first section concentrates on definitions of genius in the age of
Atlantic revolutions, the period of the modern genius’s birth. At that time,
multiple reforming trends called into question established ways of defin-
ing human beings as different from one another in order to organize them,
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accordingly, into hierarchies. Were aristocrats really superior to common-
ers by blood? Was there really such a thing as a natural slave? How could
one understand the differences between the sexes and between peoples
of different “races”? While the movements to abolish the slave trade and
emancipate slaves, and the political insurgencies that climaxed with revo-
lutions in North America, France, the Caribbean, and “Latin” America did
not all conclude with the establishment of modern democracies, their lega-
cies contributed to that longer history. But how large a contribution was it?
Historians have long pointed out that, beginning in the eighteenth century,
modern liberal regimes showed themselves particularly adept at defining
“liberal exclusions” to the rights and privileges accorded to others. Women
and people of color, among other disenfranchised groups, were held, on the
basis of a spurious new science and anthropology, to be less equal than oth-
ers, thus calling into question the apparent self-evidence of the claim that
all were created equal. The category of genius, which sought to identify in
dramatic terms the disparity in natural human endowments, is useful in
this context as a means to further identify the extent to which revolution-
ary politics altered conceptions of human inequality in the American and
French republics. Joyce E. Chaplin thus considers “The Problem of Genius
in the Age of Slavery,” examining how the word was applied to new world
individuals, at first as a kind of incredulous admission that they, of all peo-
ple, might be extraordinary, and then withdrawn once the designation
threatened to appear as an actual compliment, least of all with respect to
slaves or former slaves, and by implication others of non-European ances-
try. Nathalie Heinich, in her chapter “Genius versus Democracy: Excellence
and Singularity in Postrevolutionary France,” also establishes that utilizing
the label and concept of genius was logical in postrevolutionary France. Yet
doing so clearly revealed what the revolution had not accomplished. Finally,
John Carson examines “Equality, Inequality, and Difference: Genius as
Problem and Possibility in American Political/Scientific Discourse,” tracing
how deployment of “genius” within two professionalizing communities in
nineteenth-century the United States, those of politicians and scientists,
registered unease with what the concept implied about the postrevolution-
ary republic.

In the next section of the book, the authors analyze nineteenth-century
conceptions of genius, with particular attention to the role of science and to
the challenges of feminists. In “Genius and Obsession: Do You Have to Be
Mad to Be Smart?” Lennard J. Davis tackles the persistent efforts to link posi-
tive and negative forms of human exceptionalism, identifying the origins of
this shotgun marriage in nineteenth-century sciences of the human mind
and body. Janet Browne analyzes one particularly famous proponent of scien-
tific definitions of genius—as themselves genealogies—in her “Inspiration to
Perspiration: Francis Galton’s Hereditary Genius in Victorian Context,” which
pays special attention to the class- and gender-specific assumptions about how
talent ran through families, though somehow unevenly, lodging with partic-
ular strength in some (including Galton, in his generous self-estimation), but
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finding no purchase in others. Not everyone agreed. Lucy Delap focuses on
the exclusion of women from concepts of genius and on the radical redefini-
tions that modern feminists accordingly insisted on to reshape the concept in
her ““Genius must do the scullery work of the world: New Women, Feminists,
and Genius, circa 1880-1920.”

Chapters in the final section of the book concentrate on the twentieth-
and twenty-first-century debates over who was or could be a genius. Julia
Barbara Kohne, in “The Cult of the Genius in Germany and Austria at the
Dawn of the Twentieth Century,” examines genius idolatry in the German-
speaking lands before and after World War I, a culturally and historically
specific fascination that seems, in retrospect, ominous and prophetic. Irina
Sirotkina, in her “Cultivating Genius in a Bolshevik Country,” pursues the
western concept of genius into the postrevolutionary Soviet Union where,
no less than in postrevolutionary America or France, the idea both rein-
forced the status of certain heroic figures yet warred with the claims of a
self-announced egalitarian state and society. David Bates traces a possibly
even more radical affront to humanity. His chapter, “Insight in the Age
of Automation,” considers how modern definitions of that quality, as a
peculiarly rapid and penetrating form of cognition, have been conditioned
in large part in relation to artificial intelligence; no longer is the superhu-
man demonic, but instead, robotic. In the concluding chapter, Darrin M.
McMahon'’s “Genius and Evil,” the author examines the once widely dis-
seminated contention that genius was somehow beyond good and evil. That,
ultimately Nietzschean, contention existed well before Friedrich Nietzsche,
and it would have a disturbing trajectory afterward, as incisively analyzed
in the work of Thomas Mann.

What does this book not cover or, to put it another way, where might future
research on the history of the concept of genius be fruitfully extended? It
became clear in organizing and editing this volume that the concept of gen-
ius has been (and is being) much better studied in relation to the nations of
the global West. On the face of it, and according to the dialectical tension
between genius and democracy examined here, there is a certain logic to this
pattern. Just as forms of democracy and arguments over political and social
inequalities have dominated scholarship on western nations in a way that is
less apparent for other parts of the world, so it would make sense that a sub-
ject like genius would have loomed less large in non-western historiographies.
Certainly, the etymological history of genius, with the word’s classical origins
in the ancient Mediterranean, would indicate a birthplace for the concept,
as well as its persistence in those societies claiming cultural descent from
Greece and Rome. And it may be that the emergence of the concept of genius
in the eighteenth century was related to religious and economic develop-
ments specific to the West, where it developed in tandem not only with (and
as an antidote to) certain forms of disenchantment, but also with the dictates
of commercial society.!® As scholars have long recognized, genius—with its
emphasis on creative originality—was a concept particularly well suited to
buttressing emergent notions of intellectual copyright.!?
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And yet these same conjectures beg new questions. Future research might,
for instance, draw comparisons with the understandings of divine protec-
tion (and inspiration) that extended well beyond the classical world to Africa
and much of the ancient Near East, if not farther still. The old correlation
between the West and modernity, moreover, of which increasing social and
political equality has been a part, is itself suspicious. It may be an artifact of
historiography rather than a fixed truth of history. Given that a steady and
straightforward trajectory toward human equality is no longer assumed for
the West (as this volume’s essays themselves make clear), it is possible that
nations and cultures that had even less linear histories of democracy were,
nevertheless, incubators of concepts similar to that of genius. In any case,
virtually all societies possess conceptions of intellectual, artistic, or inven-
tive/creative heroism. In what ways are they comparable to the western para-
gon of genius, and how did they evolve in different social, religious, and
economic contexts? The circulation of western ideas of genius to other parts
of the world, moreover, and the subsequent patterns of cultural uptake, criti-
cism, rejection, or modification, is a subject ripe for further exploration. It is
our hope that future scholarship on the category of genius will take up some
of these unexplored possibilities.

Finally, a word of thanks is due to the Huntington Library in Pasadena,
California, and particularly to its successive directors of research, Robert C.
Ritchie and Steve Hindle, who kindly allowed us to convene the majority
of this volume’s contributors for two days of fascinating discussions in the
spring of 2012. It became very apparent to us there that the subject of genius
has the capacity to stimulate passionate interest and exchange. We hope the
essays in this volume will do the same.
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