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The contentious science of phrenology once promised insight into

character and intellect through external ‘reading’ of the head. In the

transforming settler-colonial landscapes of nineteenth-century Australia

and Aotearoa New Zealand, popular phrenologists – figures who often

hailed from the margins – performed their science of touch and cranial

jargon everywhere from mechanics’ institutions to public houses. In this

compelling work, Alexandra Roginski recounts a history of this everyday

practice, exploring how it featured in the fates of people living in, and

moving through, the Tasman World. Innovatively drawing on historical

newspapers and a network of archives, she traces the careers of a diverse

range of popular phrenologists and those they encountered. By analys-

ing the actions at play in scientific episodes through ethnographic, social

and cultural history, Roginski considers how this now-discredited sci-

ence could, in its own day, yield fleeting power and advantage, even

against a backdrop of large-scale dispossession and social brittleness.

Dr Alexandra Roginski is a historian and writer based on Wurundjeri

lands in Melbourne, Australia, and a visiting fellow of the State Library

of New South Wales and Deakin University.
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Series Editors

Simon J. Schaffer, University of Cambridge

James A. Secord, University of Cambridge

Science in History is a major series of ambitious books on the history of the

sciences from the mid-eighteenth century through the mid-twentieth century,

highlighting work that interprets the sciences from perspectives drawn from

across the discipline of history. The focus on the major epoch of global economic,

industrial and social transformations is intended to encourage the use of sophis-

ticated historical models to make sense of the ways in which the sciences have

developed and changed. The series encourages the exploration of a wide range of

scientific traditions and the interrelations between them. It particularly welcomes

work that takes seriously the material practices of the sciences and is broad in

geographical scope.
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For my parents, who travelled to the Tasman World.
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A Note on Language

My use of the place name ‘Aotearoa’ or ‘Aotearoa New Zealand’

throughout this book recognises the prior claim of Māori to the islands

that became a settler colony and then a nation. I use these national

designations except in cases where I refer to settler institutions such as

the Colony of New Zealand or the Parliament of New Zealand, in which

case it would be historically inaccurate to use ‘Aotearoa’ and would also

mask the European biases inherent in these institutions.

In the chapters of the book focused on Aotearoa New Zealand, I also

use the widely accepted Māori term ‘Pākehā’ to refer to Anglo-European

New Zealanders, and ‘iwi’ and ‘hapū’ to refer respectively to community

and intra-community groups.

Where possible, this book also relates Aboriginal and Māori figures to

the groups with which they identified. In cases of variance in orthog-

raphy, I use the accepted contemporary spelling in the body of the text,

while maintaining variance in direct quotations. Throughout the book

I also use contemporary spellings of Māori words, which often include

macrons, except where directly quoting from historical sources.

Some of the quotations and ideas scrutinised in this book reflect the ugly

currents of racism that drifted through the historical period considered in

this work. I have chosen to retain these words and phrases in direct

quotations, when relevant, for reasons of fidelity to the context. I also

believe that to dampen such language sanitises the complexities and

transgressions of historical actors.
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A Note on Related Texts

An earlier version of Chapter 5, ‘Talking Heads on a Murray River

Mission’, has appeared as a journal article titled ‘Reading Heads on a

Murray River Mission’ in History Australia, 2019, 16 (4): 714–732.
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Figure ii Aotearoa New Zealand, present day.

CartoGIS Services, College of Asia and the Pacific, Australian National

University.
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