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AUTOBIOGRAPHIES

CHARLES DARWIN was born into an upper-middle-class medical family in 1809. He was destined for a career in either medicine or the Anglican Church. However, he did not complete his Edinburgh medical education and after leaving Christ’s College, Cambridge, in 1831, his future was entirely changed when he joined HMS Beagle as a self-financing, independent naturalist. On returning to England in 1836 he began to write up his theories and observations which culminated in a series of books, most famously On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection of 1859. He married his cousin Emma Wedgwood in 1839. In 1842 they moved to Down House in the north Kent countryside where Darwin lived for the rest of his life. During this time he was socially reclusive and continually ill. He died in 1882 and was buried in Westminster Abbey.

MICHAEL NEVE was born in Tokyo in 1949. He graduated in history from Christ’s College, Cambridge, in 1971 and is currently based at the Wellcome Trust Centre for the History of Medicine at University College London. He teaches and researches the history of psychiatry and the history of the life sciences. With Janet Browne he co-edited Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle, also for Penguin Classics.

SHARON MESSENGER was born in Cirencester in 1971. She graduated in social history from the University of Liverpool in 1992 and completed her Ph.D. in 1999. She is a research officer at the Wellcome Trust Centre for the History of Medicine at University College London.
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CHRONOLOGY



	1809

	12 February: Born in Shrewsbury, the son of the physician Robert Waring Darwin and Susannah, née Wedgwood




	1817

	Starts at a day school run by Mr G. Case, Unitarian minister




	1817

	July. Darwin’s mother dies




	1818

	Becomes a boarder at Shrewsbury School




	1825–7

	Medical studies at Edinburgh University; leaves without completing his degree




	1828–31

	January 1828: Goes up to Christ’s College, Cambridge. Passes BA without Honours (1831)




	1831–6

	HMS Beagle departs from Plymouth; after circumnavigating the globe the Beagle returns to Falmouth




	1839

	29 January: Marries his cousin Emma Wedgwood (1808–96); they had ten children




	1842

	Settles with his wife and family in Down, Kent




	1850s

	Works on a long study of natural selection and related topics. Only the realization that others were working in similar areas drives Darwin to publish the Origin of Species in November 1859




	1871

	The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex




	1872

	The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals




	1881

	The Formation of Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms, Darwin’s last book




	1882

	19 April: Dies; concerted efforts by Fellows of the Royal Society lead to his being buried in Westminster Abbey






INTRODUCTION

In the year 1879, having already begun to make additions to the autobiographical recollections he had started in the spring and summer of 1876, Charles Darwin wrote to a fellow scientist whom he trusted. Trusted with that most delicate of tasks – translation. Julius Victor Carus was a zoology professor at Leipzig and a translator of both Darwin and Darwin’s friend and ally T. H. Huxley. The delicacy of the business of translation mattered acutely to Darwin, because he did not wish such translations to risk controversy, or to exaggerate the materialist and radical tone of his works and thereby encourage social and political debate. Carus could manage that neutrality of tone. But Darwin made one thing clear to his German colleague. He would never dream of publishing his autobiography.


Darwin was indeed working on an account of himself, or rather himself as embodied in his writings, but it absolutely was not meant for the public eye. Famously connected to the scientific account of evolution by means of natural selection, and an evangelical proponent of its truth, Darwin in the twenty-first century is less well known for a range of other studies in natural history and for an enormous personal correspondence. Less well known, one might say, as a writer of more than the one book, the Origin of Species of 1859, that made his name. But as the author of an autobiography, Darwin would have been displeased that his private reflections could be read or that various editions of them now exist. Although the first version of the autobiography and then the first complete one were edited by his immediate family or descendants, we shall never know for certain what he would have thought of this familial decision to let the cat out of the bag. But almost certainly he would have taken the view that a private world was being entered while the body of his life’s work and its public published status was ignored or understudied. The depth of the implications of the theory of evolution by natural selection was being exchanged – for gossip.

Darwin died before Queen Victoria, under whose reign almost his entire scientific career had taken place. Not only do his views on decorum and good conduct have ‘Victorian’ aspects, but he also combined his personal wealth and the security it brought him with a very Victorian combination of privacy and illness and endless hard work. Darwin worked: indeed he almost did nothing but. When not working, he was ill. But this powerful blend of labour and illness took place behind closed doors. He was intensely ambitious for his theory and a surprise letter coming through the door, indicating similar ambitions on the part of other naturalists, would spur him into immediate action to establish his priority. But, equally, had he not heard from these other writers and naturalists, he might have remained silent on his own researches and his own conclusions for decades or even longer. His wealth helped him avoid deadlines if he so chose but it also enabled him to have the contacts and the support never to be late for a deadline he had agreed. It was a matter of balancing the books, of combining rest with anxious labour, of pros and cons, pluses and minuses. Darwin was a very careful balancer of his private financial books, and this sense of balance and the weighing up of the good against the bad is evident in his autobiographical reflections.

The public availability of this private text would certainly have been a minus. And who could be trusted to edit such a document? True, it was another German editor, one Ernest Von Hesse Wartegg, then exiled in Paris, who helped begin the act of recollecting by writing to the great man in 1875, asking for some biographical information. But Darwin meant the main text reprinted here to be a private document, where he gave an account of his own character and development that his family might read and reflect on and in which they might see something of themselves – written as it was by the patriarchal head of the family. The longer of these two pieces was meant for his children and grandchildren at a time when he was full of concerns. He worried that his children as a group were so late in producing offspring. He worried about their health because his own health was dreadful and he might have passed that on to them. Darwin had committed himself to an overwhelmingly hereditarian view of the natural order and of human nature. But might there be a dreadful sting in the tail – that he himself was a suspect and not a healthy and responsible ancestor? Was he an agent of bad heredity? For a man who had argued that Malthusian forces made natural selection the engine of all history, that Malthus on population had set out the true model whereby population always outran resources and where selection had to eliminate the many and leave enough for the few, there could be no more important concern. Were the Darwins to be among the favoured victors in life’s battles? And might he as the father set out a story of how he personally had achieved what he had and thereby assist his children and their children to do likewise?

Darwin had indeed become alarmingly famous, as a result of his authorship of books and his study of the natural world. But how had that happened and what lessons – lessons about work and patience and no distractions – had been learned? The shorter autobiographical piece, which appears first in this collection, is a fragment from the summer of Darwin’s twenty-ninth year and has no didactic purpose comparable to his recollections of the late 1870s. Instead the ‘fragment’, as it was called, was penned at a time when Darwin was pondering the implications of a growing evolutionary perspective on human origins and human psychology. In his ‘M and N notebooks’ of the late 1830s he began to mull over this and in doing so began to consider his first memories of anything at all. Why those memories? And what was selecting them? In the second, longer and more explicitly autobiographical document, there is a private and a familial purpose at work and it is impossible to interpret the autobiography historically without always recalling the context and the intended audience. But add to that the size of the current Darwin industry, its academic armies swarming over every tiny detail of Darwin’s life, and the author’s likely reaction is even clearer. Darwin’s short autobiographical writings have already received a historical going-over that would have surprised and infuriated him. Attention to his scientific publications was one thing, but a family memoir?

Darwin’s strategy as an author writing in the first-person singular is to persuade his family and especially his male descendants that there are no real lessons in how to succeed except hard work, observation and – in his case – the luck, social contacts and private money to undergo one great and determining event – the journey on HMS Beagle. As the best recent scholars of the story have shown, the adult Darwin was a valetudinarian and a recluse, finding a world in a path of sand at his Kent home, rarely straying except for holidays and odd visits to London and properly departing only when ill and needing medical treatment, probably at a spa. Much of the tone and the various humilities in the text – humilities not all to be believed – are present as part of Darwin’s need to set a proper example for his immediate family. Here we have diffidence, surprise at world fame, a self-imaging around the claim that good observation, patience and a certain ordinariness of mind produce true ‘scientific’ results. No genius he, according to him. Instead he insisted on the wisdom of ‘It’s dogged as does it’. Indeed, Darwin makes claims for the ordinariness of proper scientific labour and for a form of resilient, unglamorous daily labour as the foundation stone for true science. The inspired nature of genius would be fine while it lasted but would be bound to fade – a Romantic shooting star. The real backbone for something to be scientific, as against fantastical or speculative or just plain wrong, had to be daily, lacklustre labour. To stray from that path, as for example the evolutionist Alfred Russel Wallace did when taking up spiritualism in the 1860s, was to court disaster.

Darwin does not, however, make all that much in these pages of the prolonged and still mysterious illness that determined much of his routine and his daily experience for over four decades. But if we remember the context – writing for the familial reproductive community with the father both protecting his reputation and setting an example – then the awkwardness and the exaggerated diffidence of some of his sentences make sense. He is, in his own eyes, setting an example and any suggestion that his work had made him chronically ill would have been inappropriate. There is almost an ideology of honesty and modesty being deployed here, because of the family audience. And that family focus is exemplified by the starting of his recollections in his cousin’s house. Cousins and the marrying of cousins (how safe was this from a hereditarian point of view?) was a serious concern of Darwin’s – he had, after all, married his cousin Emma Wedgwood. The subject also became one of the foci of the later academic work of his son George. It seems entirely in keeping that most of these pages were started at Hopedene, home of Darwin’s cousin Hensleigh Wedgwood and his wife Fanny. At the heart of everything, everything that mattered, everything that was real, lay family life, family structure, familial inheritance, familial role models. A particularly Victorian claustrophobia is evident here.

The family’s response to these pages was not straightforward. Acting as the first of the editors (and censors), Darwin’s wife Emma and especially their son Francis (Frank) found some of what was written distressing: opinions on character and the harsh views expressed on Christianity. They agreed to remove these parts before publication and Francis Darwin prepared an expurgated version for publication in 1887. Once again it was a matter of balance. The world needed to have the memory of the man kept alive but in a carefully selected way. Brought into the public world in a familially censored form, what does the writing presented here allow us to see? Since we have the text and have given in to the temptation to read it and judge it, what do we find? How does it hide while we seek? One important and telling event appears in both the fragment and the longer work of Darwin’s later life – the death of his mother. This event was sufficiently striking for the eminent British child psychiatrist John Bowlby to write a thorough biography of Darwin in which the loss of the mother, who died when Darwin was eight, determines the illnesses, anxieties and longings for domestic peace of Darwin’s adult life. Equally his marriage to his cousin has been construed as a maternal rather than a passionate or erotic relationship. In these pages, Darwin’s mother does not have a corporeal existence. Rather like some of the illustrations made of Darwin’s study at Down House at the height of his fame, where the sage is always absent from the book- and instrument-filled room, the memories related to the mother are of things and not persons: the room where she died, trivial conversations, her gown, her work-table and death-bed. Darwin lived in an age before the human and medical sciences had developed the modern rhetoric of ‘repressed longings’, and before Freud had defined the Oedipus complex. Nothing divides Darwin’s text from modernity as much as the simple claim that he did not know his mother well, did not miss her and did not seek her in later female loves. But for modern psychiatry as well as psychoanalytic theory, this ghost casts a long shadow. This maternal absence is a very real presence. Depending on the individual reader’s sense of both psychology and human character, Darwin’s account of his mother speaks of acute, albeit hidden longings and a lifelong search for maternal substitutes and a safe, secluded life. Bowlby proposes that Darwin’s vulnerable personality was the result of a childhood shadowed by an invalid mother and an often intimidating father, and that the range of symptoms in his illness – vomiting, exhaustion and eczema among them – were responses to stress. Bowlby also suggests that familial silence on the mother’s death made Darwin highly sensitive to any illness or death in his own family. It also meant that he hid strong feelings – anger or pride – and developed hyperventilation syndrome and depression, the sick roles for the motherless child.

For those who take Darwin at his word, who look no further and trust his truthfulness, his memories speak of realism and a complete absence of sentimentality. Or – to take the title of a poem by William Wordsworth, whom Darwin liked but along with Shakespeare could not read in later life – of resolution and independence. A psychiatrist such as Bowlby has a very particular axe to grind on the consequences of maternal deprivation. That Darwin was essentially truthful on the matter of his mother’s death and that there is no further analysis to be made can seem to the modern interpreter naive and evasive. Darwin was – in the current and ugly usage – ‘in denial’. But seeing him as ‘in denial’ does not help explain the times when Darwin is overt and detailed. On his father’s anger Darwin is explicit. He writes here that his father was ‘easily made very angry’. Darwin even suggests that Dr Robert Darwin made use of this capacity, this sense of being about to be angry, in his medical practice and in the doctor/patient relationship. In ways that became famous in the case of the madness of King George III, doctors treating the mentally disturbed in the late eighteenth century made use of what were called ‘moral’ therapies. Instead of physically restraining the insane, they resorted to non-physical or ‘moral’ means: fear, surveillance, rewards and punishments, even staring into the patient’s eyes. The patient was in the grip of the doctor’s theatrical power, by turns frightening or kind or mysterious. Dr Darwin is portrayed by his son as using fear as part of a patient’s therapy. Explicitly, Dr Darwin used the threat of turning up on the doorstep if the insane wife of one ‘Major B___’ stepped out of line. No reader can fail to be struck by how straightforward Darwin is about his father’s anger, his insistence that he got his own way (Charles was forced to read medicine until he could take no more and dropped it, an act requiring some courage) and also quotes a sentence of paternal dismissal and rage that bears repetition. Fearing his son was already on the road to nowhere in his early youth, Dr Darwin said to him: ‘You care for nothing but shooting, dogs, and rat-catching, and you will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family.’ By the time Charles himself was a father, he can deem this appropriate where once he must have found it excessive. He writes in the autobiography that his father was ‘very properly vehement against my turning an idle sporting man’ and seeks to teach a lesson for the future by agreeing with this judgement from the past. Father was right then and will be now. But it would be very odd, even in an age of psychiatric explanations for almost all human action (and inaction), not to accord Darwin the credit for telling it like it is. His father was a bully and that needed saying. And there was no mother for him to remember. There was another reason for his silence (a silence very much not the same thing as repressing the memory of loss) – respect for his sisters and how they grieved. This remembrance of things (but not persons) past was also at work at the burial of a soldier he attended. Darwin misremembered him as a dragoon soldier – he was in fact a hussar – but what he recalls perfectly clearly were the empty boots and carbine suspended from the saddle.

The unknown mother. The unknown soldier. But the longest section (written separately in 1878) on the known father did not only describe the father’s anger. Darwin also balances anger against kindness, writes of the father who melted, who conceded – who tolerated Darwin’s defection from learning medicine in Edinburgh and eventually agreed that the journey on the Beagle was as Josiah Wedgwood deemed it: a rare opportunity. The Beagle journey was indeed, as Charles writes here, ‘the most important event’ in his life and determined his ‘whole career’. From the Beagle journey of 1831–6 onwards, Darwin insisted he was self-taught, persistent and persevering. If the financial safety that his father had secured for him meant he could both travel as a gentleman companion on the Beagle and then take decades to ponder the legacy of that voyage, so be it. If family money allowed him to hide from the world after he had gone around the world, then he must take the opportunity that money brought: to be both inside the world of science and, when it suited him, outside it.

Darwin’s account of the voyage on the Beagle as it appears here is radically and suspiciously individualist. He makes no mention of collective work or the Admiralty-based network that gave safe and rapid passage to his letters and the natural history items he sent home. It has taken the historians of nineteenth-century science to restore the full social and imperial context for the Beagle journey and one cannot but be struck by how solitary he wished to appear for his family in reworking the Beagle saga for the autobiography. There is one strange presence, that of the captain of the vessel, Robert FitzRoy. Darwin’s version of the journey in the autobiography unites the momentous with the silly and the accidental, combines noble labours with petty quarrels. It also gives evidence of a stubborn and individualist Darwin, of a man prepared to eliminate the history of collective effort from his autobiography and instead to paint a picture of personal effort and personal triumph. The silliness – although we laugh at our peril, having modern equivalents all around us – was that after his first meeting with FitzRoy in London, Darwin was very nearly unacceptable to the captain because of his nose. FitzRoy’s judgement of Darwin’s nose was based on the physiognomical system of the eighteenth-century Swiss clergyman, J. C. Lavater, who taught how character might be deduced from the face. On Lavaterian grounds, Darwin’s nose was the wrong shape and suggested that he did not have the strength and determination to last the journey. FitzRoy came close to rejecting this self-financing, upper-middle-class gentleman companion, nasally challenged as he was. But he needed the company and Darwin travelled as an independent naturalist, able to leave and rejoin the vessel when he wished.

The momentousness of the Beagle journey in the history of evolutionary science does not need stressing. Yet missing here is the character of FitzRoy himself and something of the intensity of the relationship between
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