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Twenty years ago, I stopped working in Engineering to study English 
Literature. Connections between the two fields have fascinated me since.

My project examines how engineers and writers engaged in promoting 
innovation and economy. Romanticism is often defined against machines, 
but the opposite was also true. The 1798 Lyrical Ballads by Wordsworth 
and Coleridge were seen as ‘experiments’ with form and genre at a time 
when innovations like Maudsley’s screw-cutting lathe emerged, allowing 
accurate parts to be made at different locations.

This was momentous. It was the birth of standardisation, allowing 
mass-production. New thread forms and standards that arise in the period 
determine pitches and tolerances – the very things found in poetic rhythms, 
meters and forms. As Humphrey Jennings writes: “The history of poetry 
is itself a history of mechanisation and specialisation.” Both fields aim for 
economy. Thomas Fenwick observed: Machines should “consist of no more 
moving parts than are absolutely necessary.” My argument is that literary 
forms and standards influenced engineering and, in turn, engineering 
influenced literature. 

Percy Shelley and Thomas Love Peacock are often perceived as 
airy literary figures, yet Shelley tried to create a steamship and Peacock is 
responsible for the first steamers to India. Politics, steamboats and poetry 
get tangled up in Shelley’s notebooks. He brings ‘Science, Poetry, and 
Thought’ together. These words are from Shelley’s poem, ‘The Mask of 
Anarchy’, which reacts to the Peterloo massacre in August 16, 1819, when 
government troops attacked peaceful protesters. Shelley’s future combines 
scientific and literary intelligence.

In the Romantic period poets could become engineers, and mechanics 
wanted to have literature. This fellowship will enable me to analyse links 
between engineering and literary cultures.

John Gardner’s 
interdisciplinary 
project analyses  
how engineering  
and literature have 
engaged, from the 
invention of the  
screw-cutting lathe 
in 1798 until the 
Great Exhibition of 
1851 when the results 
of experimentation, 
replication and 
standardisation 
were showcased

Turning the screw:  
literature, technology and culture

Professor John Gardner
Anglia Ruskin University
Research Fellowship

Opposite

A page showing the early machine 
tools manufactured by Henry 
Maudslay. Fig.1 – Original screw-
cutting lathe; Fig.5 – Boring and 
milling lathe; Fig. 2 – Foot lathe, 
Henry Maudslay’s private workshop; 
Fig.3 – Detail of lathe. ‘Engineering’, 
18th January, 1901. This image was 
reproduced by kind permission 
of London Borough of Lambeth, 
Archives Department. Ref: Cuttings 
File 64.




