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Our Story Begins: in UCL in the Haldane Room



RGS-IBG Conference 2017: Celebrating a Centenary: On Growth and Form

J. B. S. Haldane – the scourge of UCL – the Haldane 
room was the mixed common room in the 1920s but 
60 years before it was the room that housed the first 
Physiology Department in the world

It was here that a young Patrick Geddes who was an 
instructor for one year in 1878-9 met Charles Darwin 
who made it a habit of visiting UCL when up in 
London from the Down House where he lived.

Darwin of course had lived in a house in Gower Street 
in the 1840s and knew Burdon-Sanderson who was 
then the chair of Physiology rather well.

Burdon-Sanderson I hear you say – wasn’t this the two 
middle names of JBS ? Yes but before the plot 
unravels let us say something more about Geddes at 
UCL because there are other connections
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And Thence to Edinburgh, Cambridge and 
London

So where does D’Arcy fit into all of this? Well he was 
born in the same year, lived in the same street and 
attended the same school as JBS’s father – John 
Scott Haldane – at the Edinburgh Academy. They 
both studied medicine at Edinburgh – in fact most of 
the characters in this study did !

But D’Arcy left for Cambridge to study zoology/biology 
largely because he got some sort of scholarship. 

PG had left in much more maverick style after one 
week’s biology at Edinburgh to sit at the feet of 
Huxley in the Royal School of Mines – ultimately here 
in Imperial, And PG followed a much less 
conventional path from then on
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D’Arcy met all kinds of influential people in biology 
there such as Francis Balfour and Michael Foster –
and this established him as key to the emerging 
generation of biologists as reflected in the family tree 
I will show you next

PG also met a much wider array of people in his years 
in London – he has a much less conventional early 
career – no degree – back to Edinburgh as a 
demonstrator in 1880 – a succession of failed chair 
applications – regarded even then as a maverick 
but a very clever one with a fair number of 
publications – but already not narrow enough for a 
Chair in Biology.

In fact he competed for Dundee against D’Arcy and 
D’Arcy won in 1882 when D’Arcy was only 22
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But D’Arcy also fell foul of the establishment in not 
getting a Fellowship at Trinity despite his connections 
and high honours - he did not publish the right stuff

By that time, Geddes was deeply immersed in social 
reform in Edinburgh as well as biology and had 
begun his wanderings

1895

1947
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Colleagues and Friends: University College 
Dundee

I could spend the rest of this lecture on Geddes and 
D’Arcy at Dundee but although they were in the 
same department for 31 years – D’Arcy 1882-1917 
and Geddes from 1886-1919 – they did very little 
together

PG only spent the summer term there and basically 
spent his time in Edinburgh renewing the Old Town 
and producing various exhibitions about social 
theory and town planning …. 

D’Arcy basically was central to the College at Dundee 
but also spent a lot of time on various commissions.

Both men sent a lot of time applying unsuccessfully for 
Chairs elsewhere due to lack of suitable publications



RGS-IBG Conference 2017: Celebrating a Centenary: On Growth and Form

Here are the two famous photos I think of ‘the 
professors’ in the tiny University College Dundee in 
1888. Geddes on the left, then they swapped around

And their famous books but before then I am guessing 
that there was some mirth in the photograph
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1915 1917
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The Letters – A Story Barely Begun
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Stephen has looked at the PG letters for our previous 
papers but not with respect to correspondence with 
D’Arcy

I have looked at the index and could not find more 
than handful of refs to D’Arcy – less than D’Arcy to 
PG

Matthew Jarron has looked at the D’Arcy letters with 
respect to mentions of PG – there are half a dozen or 
so but mainly about domestic things – PG trying to 
get a job in D’Arcy’s lab for his daughter Nora

It is amazing that there is no more than this as people 
in those days wrote hundreds of letter – the mind 
boggles – look at the book 
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Views About Evolution
And the lack of any synergy on biological work or on 

form and function is mystifying, quite mystifying
We cannot tell you in detail all about what PG and 

D’Arcy thought about Darwin but suffice it to say 
they were both sceptical evolutionists

PG was a social evolutionist, much influenced by 
Herbert Spencer and then by a host of sociologists 
from H. G. Wells to Indian mysticists and physicists 
such as Jagardis Bose

D’Arcy believed that animals and plants changed 
more in terms of their form (which was contained in 
their DNA) as a diagram of forces and argued this 
was central to the way animals transformed through 
their life as well through generations.



RGS-IBG Conference 2017: Celebrating a Centenary: On Growth and Form

In our own field – about cities and their growth and 
form and function – our concern for PG relates to the 
fact that he sat aside the essential tension that 
pervades thinking of cities as evolving from the 
bottom up whereas their planning is from the top 
down.

He found this hard to reconcile with pure evolutionism 
of Darwin and as his life continued he became more 
and more a conventional town planner – top down

D’Arcy did so little On Growth and Form in his early 
career that his book must have come as a great 
shock to the biological world. Here was a man of 
letters and of fishes and the sea producing what 
came to be the book extraordinaire on 
mathematical biology. 
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Our focus in our research work is on city shape and thus 
all D’Arcy’s work on transformations is key but no one 
has to our knowledge actually transformed a city as 
it grows into the kind of thing D’Arcy did for fishes.

I did some work on transformations when learning 
about graphics programming that led to our fractals 
work but that is a long story I cannot relate here
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Stephen has done lots of things about thinking of cities 
as organisms – and hence our colletive interest in 
there two pioneers

We have little time to discuss all of this here but some 
great conundrums remain
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And there is lot more relating to scale and allometry an 
so on that we need to explore all this in regard to PG 
and D’Arcy

If I have time I need to say something about the two 
great books from PG and D’Arcy
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Cities in Evolution
PG’s book was written as early as 1905 but he was too 

busy to produce it properly and it was scrappy by 
the best of standards. It is more a testament to his 
life’s work than a treatise that we can get much from

True he introduced terms like conurbation there and 
even megalopolis but ….

To show how influential it was, the only book that 
relates to my high school was the fact that I chose 
this as my school prize for Geography A level.

Stephen and me have dissected the book but it 
remains an enigma as does the man himself.

We wonder if it will survive this century – it is too arcane 
and too messy and without a clear message. 
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On Growth and Form
But D’Arcy’s book will probably survive. However, we 

are only aware of one paper by D’Arcy before his 
book was published in 1917

We are aware of the fact that he could splendidly 
entertain his audience with some erudite maths but 
only one paper. This is the biggest mystery. What did 
people like Haldane think when D’Arcy produced his 
slow burner in 1917?
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Another slight mystery is that both PG and D’Arcy did 
not exploit the visual medium to the extent that 
would be followed today. In PG’s case the first 
edition of his book has a number of illustrations but 
mainly pictures and photographs. Of course D’Arcy 
went further in his work on transformations. 
Nevertheless both of their approaches are rich with 
visual hints and growth, form, function, and evolution 
are concepts that are highly visual
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Leaving Dundee: D’Arcy’s Career Blossoms: 
PG’s Takes a Strange Turn

D’Arcy went across the water to take the chair of 
biology at St. Andrews in 1917 – just as his book was 
published – and his career went from strength to 
strength – he became central to British science and 
lived a long life til 1948

PG went in 1912 to India – God knows why – we have 
searched in vain for the reason why he left Britain 
and Edinburgh virtually for good

His book did not raise the storm that D’Arcy’s did. He 
then left Dundee somewhat under a cloud – to say 
he was not valued by the University administration is 
an understatement.

But he was always a wanderlust – as you can see →→
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The opening of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
(painted between 1925-1927)

The painting shows The Earl of Balfour addressing the 7,000 people present at the opening of the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem on Mount Scopus on 1st April 1925. Among the dignitaries 

present were the British High Commissioner Sir Herbert Samuel, Field Marshal Viscount Allenby, 
Chaim Weizmann, Ahad Ha'am, Chaim Bialik, as well as representatives from many 

governments, universities and academic institutions worldwide.

Geddes
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Later Years: At PG’s Funeral
After PG left Dundee, he never really came back to 

Britain. He was in India and then in Jerusalem and 
then he set up his ’Scots College’ in Montpelier in 
France as a kind of Geddes-like Esalen.

He never wrote his great book, in fact his publications 
and his diagrams became even more arcane. He 
was knighted in 1932 and died a few months after at 
Montpellier.

We (Stephen Marshall and myself) are painfully trying to 
unpick his work and discover the great message. But 
in many ways although very different from D’Arcy, his 
impact has been enormous, but not through his 
book.
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This is what was said at his funeral – and I guess D’Arcy 
must have attended it – in Montpellier? This throws a 
different light on their friendship
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From the best book on Geddes by P. Boardman (1944, 1977) The Worlds of Patrick Geddes: 
Biologist, Town Planner, Re-educator, Peace Warrior, Routledge, London
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The Perils of Historical Biography
We still do not have any feel if D’Arcy and PG were 

close friends – we think not – but we are also 
intrigued by the fact that they never related their 
own work in print, lectures or in fact in letters. There 
are very few letters

It may be explicable in very simple things. D’Arcy was 
primarily interested in the sea, PG in the land, D’Arcy 
in fish and birds, PG in people. 

It may have been to do with the fact that they 
competed for the first job at Dundee and PG lost. 

They were both mavericks and both men who wrote 
books that outlasted the century they were written 
in: no mean feat, in fact the ultimate accolade
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m.batty@ucl.ac.uk

Thanks 
To Kate Henderson for letting us use her panel picture 

which was inspired by both PG and D’Arcy

University College London
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Some articles 
on PG


