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  About the Book


  In these extraordinary poems, using multiple viewpoints  from Darwin himself, to his beloved wife Emma, and even, at one point, the orang-utang at London Zoo  Ruth Padel illuminates the development of Darwin’s thought, the drama of the discovery of evolution, and the fluctuating emotions of Darwin the husband, the naturalist and the tender father, in a powerful tribute to her famous ancestor.



  About the Author


  Ruth Padel is a prize-winning poet and novelist, author of an internationally acclaimed book on tiger conservation, two much-loved books about reading modern poetry and a groundbreaking collection of poetry lectures, Silent Letters of the Alphabet. She is Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and the Zoological Society of London and her six poetry collections have been short-listed for all major British poetry prizes. She is Charles Darwin’s great great grand-daughter.
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  ‘Distils the essence of an epic life of adventure, heresy, tragedy and revolution’


  Spectator


  ‘A selection of visionary moments: snapshots, epiphanies, symbolic fragments … Memorable images immediately leap out … Padel reveals a unique sense of drama, speed and poetic intensity in was otherwise a long, sedate and ruminative scientific life … daring and genuinely innovative piece of work … may have evolved a new species of biography  by poetic selection’


  Richard Holmes, Guardian


  ‘Padel’s use of short lyric forms for each episode, along with marginal glosses, makes the whole very easy to read as a brief life of a vigorous mind’


  Daily Telegraph


  ‘A landmark achievment’


  Irish Times


  ‘Intimate, arresting, marvellously moving’


  Evening Standard


  ‘Daring and exciting, brilliant and subtle, stunning and deeply impressive … a lesson to biographers and poets alike’


  Colin Tóibín


  ‘Padel embeds many of Darwin’s own words  from his books or his letters  in her poems, and the results tend to give the sense of being jointly authored … a deft act of collaboration between the living and the dead … The poems are a sequence of snapshots  often small, spasmodic and delicately imagistic … a bit like a photograph album with audio commentary’
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  ‘I believe you will humanize me’


  Charles Darwin, Letter to Emma Wedgwood, 1838
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  Thanks to the editors at the London Review of Books, Poetry Review and The Wolf, where some of these poems first appeared. Twenty poems were originally commissioned by the Bristol Festival of Ideas, www.ideasfestival.co.uk, to celebrate the bicentenary of Charles Darwin in 2009. They first appeared in Ruth Padel, A Voyage Round Charles Darwin (published by BCDP: Bristol, December 2008). They included, or were amalgamated into, ‘Finding the Name in the Flower’; ‘He Discovers a New Source of Joy’; ‘The Problem of Pain’; ‘Bliss Castle’; ‘A Desperate Way to Avoid Paying Your Tailor’; ‘Cat o’ Nine Tails’; ‘On Not Thinking About Variation in Tortoise-Shell’; ‘He Finds His Own Definition of Grandeur’; ‘On The Propagation of Mistletoe’; ‘She Thinks the Hairs Under His Arm Grow Like a Crescent Moon’; ‘The Confession’; ‘The Pond Spirit’; ‘The Devil’s Chaplain’; ‘A Crunch on the Gravel’; ‘Your Words Have Come True with a Vengeance’; ‘The Open Window’ and ‘I Made His Coffin Just the Way He Wanted It, All Rough’.


  Some poems were also commissioned by the Contemporary Arts Programme at the Natural History Museum, London, for the exhibition After Darwin: Contemporary Expressions, 26 June to 29 November 2009. These included, or were amalgamated into, ‘The Year My Mother Died’; ‘The Miser’; ‘Barmouth’; ‘Wonders of the World’; ‘He Discovers a New Source of Joy’ and ‘Notebook M’.


  I am very grateful for these commissions, particularly because of a conversation I remember with my grandmother, Nora Barlow. Nora was Charles Darwin’s granddaughter and edited several of his books, including the first unexpurgated version of his Autobiography, written in 1876 and originally published after he died by his son Francis who, at his mother’s request, removed a key passage about Charles’s attitude to Christianity. When Nora edited the book she put this passage back. Many years afterwards, when she was ninety-five and I was looking after her one rainy summer in Cambridge, she talked to me about Charles’s ideas and his sense of how they affected the faith of his wife, Emma.


  Charles wrote his Autobiography in old age for his family. Emma, though she knew his developing views on religion from the first conversation they had after they were engaged (see ‘He Ignores His Father’s Advice’ here), remained a devout and practising Christian. She and their children were his intended readers for the Autobiography. But when describing in it how he turned away from Christianity, he says he felt evidence was needed, ‘to make any sane man believe in the miracles by which Christianity is supported’. He was always anxious to be honest. The more we know, he said, ‘of the fixed laws of nature, the more incredible do miracles become’. He also said he was reluctant at first to give up his own belief.


  Evidence was what he cared about. He had had a classical education, so the evidence he dreamed of was new manuscripts being found which confirmed the Gospels. His degree was in Divinity; he knew the Gospels in
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