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with the 'Nature-intoxicated' poet (his expression) who rvrote
the unforgettable lines:

Ihr ghhcklichcn Augen
Was je ihr gesehrr,
Iis sei rvie es rvolle,
Es r,val doch so schon.

Faust, ll
Man on ltis Naht'e is a work by a scientist who becarne

'Nature-intoxicated' in a nerv dimension. His inspiration is the
image of the r.vorld that modern science is creating, and he
believes rve can understand Nature in telrns which are satisfying
to ourselves quite apart fi"om rvhatever restrictions epistem-
ology may impose upon our modes of thinhing. This leads )rim
on to a natural religion ofvalues based on science. By comparison
a philosopher of Bertrand Russell's fonnat finds science useful
and also pleasing as an intellectual exercise, but rvhen the values
to which lve revert for our spiritLral comfort are concerned he is
stirred to an emotional pitch of a far higher order by the aesthetic
sensations accepted by all and sundry: 'When I come to die I
shall not I'eel that I have lived in vair.r. I have seen the ealtlr
turn red at evening, the derv sparkling in the morning, and the
snow shining under a frosty sun. I have smclt rain after drought,
and have heard the strong Atlantic beat upon the granite shores
of Cornwall. Science may bestorv these and other joys upon
morc people than could otherwise enjoy them. If so, its porver
will be wisely used. But when it takes out oflife the inolnents to
which life owes it value, science rvill not deserve admiration,
however cleverly and however elaborately it may lead man along
the road to despair. The sphere ef values lies outside science,
except in so far as science consists in the pursuit of knowledge'
(Rnssell: The Scientfu Outlook).

The sense of rvonder, so fundanental with Sherrington, is tl)c
key to his poetic transcription of biological facts. Whenever hc
is deeply enga€ied by his theure, he is also carried away by a

sense of wonder. This makes him take up his brush ancl start
painting. On his palette he mixes naked facts, experimental
results, poignant questions, and starts filling his canvas witlr
scenes from the frontiers of biological knorvledge. -fhe task
excites him. Those sections of Man on his Natxre are written
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. But the chief wonder of all we have not touched on yet.
Wonder of wonders, though familiar even to boredon. So much with
us that we forget it a1l our time. The eye sends, as we saw, into a cell-
and-fibre forest of the brain throughout the rvaking day continual
rhythmic streams of tiny, individually evanescent, electrical potentials.
This throbbing streaming crowd of electrified shifting points in the
spongework of the brain bears no obvious semblance in space-pattern,
and even in temporal relation resembles but a little remotely the tiny
twodimensional upside-down picture of the outside world which fie
eye-ba1l paints on the begiruings of its nerve-fibres to the brain, But
that little picture sets up an electrical storm, And that electrical storm
so set up is one which affects a whole population of brain-cells. . . .

Such 'Nature-intoxicated' and, at times, dramatic scenes
abound in the descriptive sections of Man on ltis Nafure. They
are written by an octogenarian and, possibly, age coupled to
vitality has been a real advantage because during his life
Sherrington had seen scientific knowledge expand to become
the powerful structure the young now may take for granted.
He had participated in the process of expansion and knew it
from the inside, not only as a bystander. Age must have been a
special privilege when, as in the example chosen, the leading
facts were based on optical magnification, the great era of
histology, which Sherrington had seen rise to its climax at the
turn of the century. In his youth the microscope was still the
leading invention in the world of biological science and it had
guided his own thinking when he forced a way through to
functional analysis. The light it had thrown on genetic evolution
was to him a living experience and not one become stale through
familiarity. To Sherrington in his old age it must have been
sheer pleasure to lean back for a last sweeping glance over the
full panorama of biological science and tell the young rvhat had
happened. What indomitable strength of mind-at his agel His
almost boyish delight is catching. It echoes a vitality reminiscent
of the works of the eighteenth-century naturalists. It is Linnaean
in its enthusiasm, in its colourful language, Linnaean also in its
background of dormant religiosity (though there is nothing left
of the vindictive God of the Old Testament whom Linnaeus
revered as an Alter ego to the inspired Artificer, gracious,
benevolent and deeply concerned about beauty, order and fitness
in the bioiogical world ).
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he started an animated discussion with me on Madamt Booary
which he had recently re-read.

Sherrington's interest in Jean Fernel would have been greatly
stimulated by the fact that this man wrote a book akin to Man
on his Nature-in Latin dialogue to be sure, but at Ipsrvich
school Sherrington, as an exercise, had tumed Keats' 'Sonnets
on Visiting the Tomb of Bums'into Latin elegiacs. With F-emel
he shared a common interest and found in the dialogue De
Abditis Rerum a statement of his own problems of mind ancl
matter. The author had had the strength to shake himself free
from astrology and supematural causes ofdisease and reached a
view of physiology (in which Femel included body and soul),
that with all its deficiencies was independent and also pene-
trating enough to make Femel's book one that was read by
intellectuals for a hundred years-until the experimental era
began.

Fernel, Iike Sherrington, belonged to the few who grorv more
modern rvith age, and four years before his death he declared that
the 'whole book of healing was nothing other than a copy of the
code of inviolable laws observable in Nature'. What is Man, he
asked in the Dialogw, and what is Nature I Briefly put, his reply
was that Nature is God's principle working upon matter but
Man has por,vers beyond those of matter, something celestial
emerging as 'form' which the Creator sends forth 'as by the
breathing of a breath'; not form in the Aristotelian sense but
something spiritual, assumed to enter the embryo on the fortieth
day after conception !

Another motive for introducing Jean Fernel into Man on his
Nature was to provide contrast with our times. 'We have to look
for a time and scene sufficiently akin to our own for us to share
the viewpoints, and then to lay the science along with its
religious implications conformably beside our own. Fernel's
acceptance of man as within Nature is of signiflcance to us here,'
Sherrington said. On ashing, why, the reply would seem to be
that Fernel felt so urgently that 'Natural Religion and his
religion of faith must harmonize'. Across time and space
Sherrington felt a bond of sympathy with his aim and the urge
behind it.

It is not out of place to consider whether Sherrington acted
wisely in providing contrast by inkoducing Jean Femel into
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described ontogenetic evolution in one specific case. He returns
to evolutional problems in many contexts and clearly defines his
viewpoint: 'the key of the problem is not psychical. Chemistry
holds the key.' Today we have seen this attitude justified in the
work of Crick, Wilkins, and Watson on the genetic code of
information as laid down in the nucleic acids rewarded with the
Nobel prize in medicine (1962). Shen ington, being concerned
throughout his book just as much with mind as with matter,
boldly faces one of his leading questions: is mind a product of
evolution ? This question is so essential because it stands at the
entrance to a group of problems concerning mind and matter all
of which engage him to the very core of his being, and much
depends upon how the first one of them is answered. He has no
hesitation on that point. The story of evolution tells us that
living things are busy becoming something other than what they
are all the time and mind is no exception. It is part of the tide of
change. It seems to have arisen in connection with the motor
act, when motor integration progressed and became evolved.
It had survival value and the biological advantage it conferred
on the concrete individual was improvement of control of the
motor act. 'What the mind is concemed rvith is not the act but
the aim.' Tltis is another way of defining 'control'.

Sherrington's attitude is an evolutionary monism or panthe-
ism since no line is drawn between life and lifeless, and in life's
history of two thousand million years, mind, soul, psyche-
these terms are not separated-are regarded as having emerged
in the general development of cell aggregates into bodies with
brains. In his own words: 'fie appearance of a recognizable
mind in the soma r,vould then be not a creation dc noao but a
development of mind from unrecognizable into recognizable.
It is at this point therefore that on these admissions we become
committed to dualism. But while accepting this duality (of
energy ancl mind) we remeurber that Nature in instance after
instance dealing with this duality treats it as a unity.' Hence
Sherrington's dualism is a purely pragmatic acceptance of
energy and mind as phenomena of two categories. 'Pragmatic
judgement here, as often, ranges itself beside Nature's practice.
Pragmatic judgement accepts ourselves as compounds of energy
and mind.'

Sherrington is not unaware of the epistemological problems
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r 7.1. CHARLES SCOTT SIII}&RINGTON

lt, as is sometimes said, history is the tracing of past purposes, here
is_a history which rnight, while relling of p"jpr.po"", *lii.p"" to u,
offuture purpose. It would seem so to whisper to ui that we hive been
Earth's purpose, 'We must not let tlrat flatter us too far. It adds .not
as an end but as a means to a further end'. Moreover our reflexion adds
that history read backwards will whisper the same ans\a.er to each of
its products which shall make that enquiry of it.

The religiosity tltat pervades Man on his Nature has some-
times been held to be a biologist's justification of the truth of
Revealed Religion, the reason being Sherrington,s defence of
dualism. This is sheer wishful thinkinq, beciuse Sherrinston
himself has made every possible effort to"explain the pragmaiical
nature of his concepts. His is a Natural Religion and if a name
for describing his standpoint be wanted, ii is.Evolutionary
lylt1i_s_m'. Mind and energy are two concepts, formulated by
mind. We arrive at them from a study of evolution in which they
go together as a unity and it is impossible for us to know wherl
in the series mind ends or begins. For all we know, mind may
be an attribute of matter. What we recognize is merely the finil
product of evolution.

When on the other hand the mind-concept is so applied as to insert
into the human individual an immortal soul, . . . a trespass is committed.
.-. . $ -un 

assertion on the plane of Natural I{nowledge it is an irra-
tional blow at the solidarity of the individual; it seemi aimed against
that very harmony which unites the concepts fenergy a-nd min?] as
sister-concepts. . . . Togerhcr rhey make up thc su,n iotul for us; ih"y
are all we have. We called them disparate and incommensurable. ArL
they then absolutely apart I . . . They have this in common. . . . they
are both concepts; they both of them are parts of knowledge of onl
tnind. They arc rhus therefore rJistinguished, but are not sundered.
Nature in evolving us makes them two parts of the knowledge of
one mind and that one mind our own. We arc the tie between fuem.
Perhaps we exist for that.

Sherrington's evolutionary pantheism, though leaving God
and the Immortal Soul to Revealed Religion (iti evidencJ.rests
on grounds we do not enter upon here', he says ), nevertheless
encounters all the ethical problems that belong to the sphere of
mind, not excluding the r6le of evil. No revealed Lucifer is
Iecessary to expose Nature's malevolence. Cruelty is inherent in
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'l'ruth so Beauty. Music as her ear grows finer embraces what once
were discords. The mind which began by being one thing has truly-
as so often in evolution-gone on to being anoiher thing. Even should
man- in .the cataclysm of Nature be doomed to disappear and r:ran,s
mind with it, man will have had his compensation : to have glimpsed
a coherent world and himself as item in it. To have heaid for a
moment a harmony wherein he is a note. And to listen to a harmony
is to commune with its Composer t

This statement ends with a question mark in order to indicate
I assume, wher.e the borderland of belief lies.

Man on his Nature is Sherrington's crelo and I have chosen to
summarize it rather than examine its concepts. It shows from
where he drew 'his salve for existence' and how much science
meant for him; it displays his leaming and breadth of knowledge
and overwhelms us with his vitalitv, insisht, and sinceriir.
Sherrington is entitled to be taken at-his wo;d when he refusis
to call himself a philosopher and prefers to be .the man in the
street', telling passers-by what he has seen and experienced in a
life devoted to experimental biology. It is true ihat professor
Asher of Berne, at the international meetins of neurolosists
( rss t ) - 

mentioned in the previous chapter, h"arangued hiir as
'the philosopher ofthe central nervous system,, but I am inclined
to disagree. Sherrington's mind was that of an artist, complex,
intuitive, rich, visual in the extreme, and what kept all tliis in
balance in his career as a scientist was the empiricil attitude of
the great experimenter living in his work. In the same sense
many famous artists have been great experimenters, highly
critical of their own results and methods.

His love ofpoetry was genuine, a secret chamber to which he
sometimes withdrew

tum the key on the lock's pin
push back the panel and pass in.

There he- would revel in strange sights, seeking expressions for
them with the true poet's love of words and im-=agei.

Lodging bewitched ! erst there to wake
was to pawn day for folly's sake !

There, pulse athrob and sense aswoon,
light love danced naked at high noon
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the thrush as never could hc tire
essays his thrice-anointed tongue;
above the lasher's pool the sedge
lifts, breaking the bright waters through;
green is the wear of every hedge
and skies as mavis eggs are blue.

Oxford scenery was often recalled against that same back-
ground of emptiness and tragedy:

Ay, oil thc hinges of the ancient gate,
keep bumished bright the goblet's silvem state
against the hour shall hail the soldiers hone.
-lihou, stately torver, from high that sawst them go,
and hast full urany doughty sccnes and fair
\\'atched and su'ung bells above, shattering the air
to honour heroes, thou too waitst as though
thou star)dst of our poor presence scarcely rvare,
catching afar the filial bLrgles blow.

The 'stately tolver' was that of Magdalen, his orvn college
at C)xford, to rvhich he became attached in 1915 as Walnflete
Professor in his subject. The Assaying of Brabantius was com-
posed at Liverpool but this city is not reflected in any of his
poems. Most of them are undated but it is a fair guess that, when
the main theme is love, they belong to an earlier period of his
life than the War Years. Oxford spoke to him in a different way,

. . . with one voice sole, with ac.ents many,
tongued turret and tongued stream, tracked pasture fenny,
and cloister spirit trod, and centuried tree,
and, bondsmen loosed in Time's tranquillity,
thy bell-discharged hours. If rvharfage any
thine 'tis where Age shall, nursing late his pemry,
smile at long last to hand him Charon's fee.
And now, by me laden with singing and young laughter,
and, higher, a wide-flung casement casts afloat
pulses of 'waltz the rvhich white robes sway after;
srvorn Priest of Beauty, these thy shrines among,
that kneelst with old folk arld that dancest with young.

This is the old man whom we met in the first chapter of this
book, devoted to his memory, and to whom we now bid farewell.




