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For Oliver, Nicola, Felix and Adam with much love





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’), 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 Greek as well as English: he even took the Greek New Testament with him on the Beagle. (Though, as my sceptical granny points out in her Introduction to The Voyage of the Beagle, we don’t know if he ever opened it.) But increasingly he felt such proof would be unlikely. So he came gradually ‘to disbelieve in Christianity as a divine revelation’. This disbelief ‘crept over me at a very slow rate, but was at last complete. The rate was so slow that I felt no distress’.

At this point come the words which Francis dropped: ‘and have never since doubted even for a single second that my conclusion was correct. I can indeed hardly see how anyone ought to wish Christianity to be true; for if so the plain language of the text seems to show that the men who do not believe, and this would include my Father, Brother and almost all my best friends, will be everlastingly punished.’ He adds beneath, in a new emphatic paragraph all on its own, ‘And this is a damnable doctrine.’

Six months after he died, Emma bracketed all these words in the manuscript and wrote beside them, ‘I should dislike the passage in brackets to be published. It seems to me raw. Nothing can be said too severe upon the doctrine of everlasting punishment for disbelief – but very few now wd. call that “Christianity” (tho’ the words are there). There is the question of verbal inspiration comes in too. E. D. Oct. 1882.’

This was the problem passage which my grandmother, in 1956, put back in her edition. After it, Charles goes on to discuss what he calls ‘The old argument from design in Nature, as given by Paley’ (see below, ‘The Coddington Microscope’, Poems i and ii).

As a young man at Cambridge, and when he began his voyage on the Beagle, Charles whole-heartedly believed William Paley’s argument. It was then called ‘natural theology’. The essence of it is that design implies a designer: this is what has been revived as ‘intelligent design’. But, Darwin says in the Autobiography, now ‘the law of natural selection has been discovered’, this argument has lost its power. ‘We can no longer argue that the beautiful hinge of a bivalve shell must have been made by an intelligent being, like the hinge of a door by man. There seems to be no more design in the variability of organic beings, and in the action of natural selection, than in the course which the wind blows.’

He adds that he has discussed this subject ‘at the end of my book’ (meaning The Variation of Animals and Plants Under Domestication), ‘and the argument there given has never, as far as I can see, been answered’.

Then he goes on to the problem of pain. The more I studied his Notebooks, the more I felt that pain was the factor that particularly swayed him against the idea of a benevolent Creator. ‘Disease and pain in the world,’ he wrote in 1838, ‘and they talk of perfection?’ Some writers, he says in 1876, ‘are so much impressed with the amount of suffering in the world that they doubt whether there is more of misery or of happiness; whether the world is a good or bad one’. But, ‘The world seems to have a generally beneficent arrangement … According to my judgment happiness decidedly prevails, though this would be very diffcult to prove.’ If it were proved, it would fit ‘the effects we might expect from Natural Selection’. For if all members of a species ‘habitually suffered to an extreme degree, they would neglect to propagate their kind’. He is not talking only about human beings. ‘All sentient beings,’ he says, seem to ‘have been formed so as to enjoy, as a general rule, happiness’.

After his voyage on the Beagle, Charles was constantly sick. We shall never know why. Some people think it was all hypochondria, others that it was a disease he contracted in South America. There are many theories in between. Whatever it was, he suffered greatly from it; he also lost three adored children and watched them die in unalleviated suffering. And yet, while writing the Autobiography, he says he feels that happiness is the ‘general rule’. Did he say so to please Emma? We shall never know. Despite their divergent views on religion, their relationship was a very intense partnership and a deep sustaining intimacy. What my grandmother said to me in Cambridge made me long to write about Charles and Emma. I did not know I would ever find a way of doing it – but these two commissions pushed me into trying. So many thanks to Andrew Kelly of the Bristol Festival of Ideas and Bergit Arends at the Natural History Museum.

Apart from the original commissions, I am very grateful to people who contributed to this book in other ways. First to my mother Hilda, Nora’s daughter: not least for taking us to Galapagos, where she was forced to wonder from a boat deck exactly which of her swimsuited children and grandchildren sitting in a little dinghy would be eaten first by the young killer whales who kept diving beneath and jolting us upwards. (Just playing, I am sure.)

Thanks also to many scientists and conservationists who took me into tiger forest in Russia and China, and tropical and subtropical forest both in Brazil and more extensively in India, Nepal, Bhutan, Laos and Sumatra. It was a privilege to accompany and learn from them.

Heartfelt thanks also to Elaine Feinstein for her warm and perceptive comments and to Aamer Hussein for subtle commenting in early stages; to Pedro Ferreira, Kerin Hope, Nicholas de Lange and my sister Nicola Hall for responding to specific sections; to Daljit Nagra for commenting on the whole thing in detail while teaching an Arvon course; to Rabih Alameddine for advice on how separate parts become a whole and listening to a whole penultimate draft; and to Gwen Burnyeat, Fiona Sampson and Randal Keynes for taking time out from pressing work of their own to comment on a first draft. All these comments and suggestions were immensely helpful. Finally, many many thanks to David Harsent for detailed out-of-house editorial comment on the final text; and to Clara Farmer, my editor at Chatto, for patient, warm support and editing.

Warmest thanks also to my cousin Randal for taking me to Down House and Downe village in Kent, where Charles and Emma settled in 1842. (The varied spellings are not a mistake: the village has been spelt Downe from the 1850s but the Darwins’ home was always Down House.)

Randal’s understanding – communicated in conversation, in email and in his book Annie’s Box – of the growth of Darwin’s thought and feeling, of Down and all its inhabitants, and of the relationship between Charles and Emma, has been a great and abiding inspiration. While at Down with Randal, I also realized, or I thought I did, something new about a different house and garden which my sister and brothers and I loved very dearly as children: Boswells, the home created and run by our grand-mother Nora. It must, I suddenly thought, have caught from afar something of the atmosphere at Down.

    Thanks also to several important books: Nora Barlow’s Introductions to Charles Darwin and the Voyage of the Beagle (Pilot Press Ltd, 1945), The Autobiography of Charles Darwin (Collins, 1958) and Darwin and Henslow, Letters 1831–1860 (John Murray, 1967); Gillian Beer’s Introduction to On the Origin of Species (Penguin, 1996); Andrew Berry (ed.), Infinite Tropics: An Alfred Russel Wallace Anthology (Verso, 2002); John Bowlby, Charles Darwin (Hutchinson, 1990); Janet Browne, Voyaging and The Power of Place (Jonathan Cape, 1995 and 2002); Paul Ekman’s Introduction to Charles Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Other Animals (HarperCollins, 1998); Randal Keynes, Annie’s Box (Fourth Estate, 2001); Richard Keynes, Fossils, Finches and Fuegians (HarperCollins, 2002); and Edna Healey, Emma Darwin (Headline, 2001).

Lastly, many thanks to Somerset House Trust for inviting me to be their first Writer in Residence and providing me with a lovely room on the river where many of the poems exploring Darwin’s own time spent in London, as Secretary to the Geological Society in Somerset House, were written.

Quotations from Darwin in the poems are drawn from many sources—from his books, scientific papers, autobiography, journals, notebooks, drafts and letters. I reference them in the margin when it might be useful. I hope it is clear when they come from someone else, such as his colleague Alfred Russel Wallace or Emma in her journal and letters. The letter by Elizabeth Bishop, from which a line is quoted as the epigraph to Chapter Two, appears in full in Elizabeth Bishop and Her Art, edited by Lloyd Schwartz and Sybil Estess (University of Michigan Press, 1983); the extract from Gwen Raverat’s Period Piece, which appears as the epigraph to ‘A Sacred Feeling about Orchids’, is reprinted by kind permission of Faber and Faber.

The external events of Darwin’s life are voluminously recorded in his own writings (available on www.darwin-online.org.uk), other people’s memoirs and a quite astonishing body of letters now available online in the wonderful Correspondence Project, www.darwinproject.ac.uk.

I have drawn from his Autobiography for events in early childhood (and also, for the first poem, from the memoir of a school-fellow). Many feelings, however, which the poems attribute to him, or imply, are of course interpretation.

As for the words: I have had to tinker with some of them as they became poems. But I have not changed their sense. Nor, I hope, what I most wanted to give: his voice.

Ruth Padel
London, November 2008
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BOY

1809–1831

FINDING THE NAME IN THE FLOWER
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THE CHAPEL SCHOOL


‘He brought a flower to school. He said his mother

       taught him to look inside the blossom

and discover the name of the plant.

       I inquired how it could be done

but the lesson was not transmissible.’1




A walk through the zebra maze, to the Unitarian

       chapel on Claremont Hill. What do they say,

the black stripes on white house-walls? He’s afraid

       of the dogs on Baker Street. When boys play

he chews the inside of his mouth. He can never fight.



NOTES

1. Darwin grew up in Shrewsbury, a medieval English town on the border of Wales, where his father built a house in 1800. Early in 1817, when he was a timid boy of seven, his mother enrolled him in a small school attached to the Chapel in town.

The words quoted here come from the earliest memory of Darwin by anyone other than his family: William Leighton, an older pupil at the school who later became a botanist.
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THE YEAR MY MOTHER DIED


‘I remember her sewing-table, curiously constructed.

       Her black velvet gown. Nothing else

except her death-bed. And my Father, crying.’1 No embrace.

       ‘My older sisters, in their great grief,

did not speak her name.’ Her memory was silence.

       No memento of her face.



NOTES

1. Darwin’s mother Susanna, daughter of the potter Josiah Wedgwood, died young in July 1817, when Darwin was eight.
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STEALING THE AFFECTION OF DOGS


He does not seem to have known half how much our father loved him.

          Caroline Wedgwood, née Darwin




Bits of the world blow towards him and come apart

       on the wind. He invents. He lies.

‘I had a passion for dogs. They seemed to know.

       I was adept in robbing their masters of their love.’1

He steals apples from the orchard, gives them to boys

       in a cottage and tells them to watch how fast he runs.

He climbs a beech by the wall of the locked kitchen garden

       and dreams himself into the inner gloss

of raspberry canes. A forest, glowing in its net.

       Emerald coal in a watchman’s brazier.

He straddles the coping, fits a stick in the hole at the foot

       of a flower-pot, and pulls. Peaches and plums

fall in. Enough to have begun an orchard of his own.

       My father’s. Valuable. The words hang in the trees

when the soft blobs are gone. He hides his loot

       in shrubbery and runs to tell:

he has found a hoard of stolen fruit!



NOTES

1. The Mount, Shrewsbury, 1817–20.
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THE MISER


The passion for collecting, which leads a man to be a miser, a virtuoso, or a systematic naturalist, was very strong in me. It was clearly innate. None of my sisters or brother had this taste.

          Darwin, Autobiography




Cross the Welsh Bridge out of town, go up the hill

       on Frankwell Street and you’ll see, above the Severn,

       brick pillars with the sandy bloom of an ageing dog.

Around the back, Father’s surgery and waiting-room.1




Outside, the Stable Yard: hay chutes, a piggery and toolshed.

       Lower down, a bothy on the river bank

       where plates of jagged ice, harvested in winter from the river,

lean one against the other. A dairy, where these blocks are dragged




to cool the milk and cream. The Quarry Pool

       where he fishes for newts and tadpoles.

       Collecting: to assert control

over what’s unbearable. To gather and to list.




‘Stones, coins, franks, insects, minerals and shells.’2

       Collect yourself: to smother what you feel,

       recall to order, summon in one place;

making, like Orpheus, a system against loss.



NOTES

1. Darwin’s father was an affluent doctor. The estate of his house, The Mount, bordered the River Severn.

2. Darwin, Autobiography.
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HE DOUBTS HUMANITY IS AN INNATE QUALITY1


‘I can say in my own favour I was as a boy humane,

but I owed this entirely to my sisters’ example

and instruction. I was fond of collecting wild birds’ eggs




but never took more than one from a nest –

except once when, out of a sort of bravado, I took all.

I had a strong taste for angling. I would sit




any number of hours on the bank of a pond

watching the float. When I learned

I could kill the worms first with salt,




I never spitted a living worm. But one day,

as a very little boy, I acted cruelly: I beat a puppy.

I believe just to enjoy the sense of power.




The beating could not have been severe

for the puppy did not howl. I remember

the exact spot where the crime was committed.




This act lay heavier on my conscience

from my love of dogs being then, and for a long

time afterwards, a passion.’



NOTES

1. The Mount, Shrewsbury, 1818.

[image: ] VI [image: ]

BARMOUTH


A child on a beach, alone.1

       Grey-eyed, thickset, kneeling to look.

‘A blowy day. A large black and scarlet

       hemipterous insect. Many moths




including zygaena. A cicindela –

       largest genus of the Tiger beetle –

not found in Shropshire.’




Why does every gentleman not

       become an ornithologist?

Gulls and cormorants take their way home

       at evening on a wild, irregular course.



NOTES

1. In 1819, when Darwin was ten, his family went on holiday to Plas Edwards, or Barmouth, in North Wales.
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WONDERS OF THE WORLD


‘The clear geometrical proofs of Euclid.

The principle of the vernier of a barometer.

Sitting in the Old Library window, for hours,

reading Shakespeare’s historical plays.

Disputing, with friends, the statements

in Wonders of the World.’1 Can one really use squid

ink to write? At home, he works in the toolshed

with his brother, on chemical experiments.




‘They nicknamed me “Gas”.

The headmaster publicly rebuked me

for wasting my time on useless subjects.

He called me a poco curante.

I did not know what it meant.

It seemed to me a fearful reproach.’



NOTES

1. Between 1818 and 1825 Darwin went to Shrewsbury School, up the road from home, as a day boy. The curriculum was ‘strictly classical’: Latin and Greek which he did not enjoy.

His brother Erasmus, whom he idolized, was five years older.
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THE EFFICACY OF PRAYER


‘I often had to run through town between the School

       and home.’ Slipping the shuts between one dark street

and the next: Shoplatch, Mardol, Grope Lane,

       Butcher Row.1 ‘Being very fleet

I was generally in time. But I often prayed

       earnestly to God for aid.’ Gullet Passage, Bear Steps,

Portobello, Murivance. ‘I attributed my success

       to prayer, marvelling how greatly I was helped.’



NOTES

1. The medieval names for Shrewsbury’s narrow streets and ‘shuts’ – the slip-passages between old buildings – are still in use.
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TREASURE MAP


The vivid delight in scenery then awakened in my mind has lasted longer than any other aesthetic pleasure.

          Darwin, Autobiography




The world poured back and forth a daft number of times

between mountains and the drill-holes of his eyes.




Fissure and sky. Bronze grass, brown-glow bog

asphodel and purple heather. ’The Welsh Borders

with my elder brother!1 Hours in a wet saddle.




His pony’s stringy mane. Long wriggles of shadow

through drystone walls. A treasure map, painted by gods.



NOTES

1. In 1820 Erasmus took Charles for a riding tour in Pistyll Rhayader, North Wales.
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UGLY1


The streets take little nicks out of him.

Caroline says he’s ugly. His feet smell.

Everyone’s do, but his are worse –




so large and full of bunions. And his big nose!

He dwells in the congealing shell

of a giant tortoise. He’s fifteen.




He slinks down back alleys of Shrewsbury,

not to be seen. As through the ravines

of Hades.



NOTES

1. Shrewsbury, 1824.

[image: ] XI [image: ]

HE DISCOVERS A NEW SOURCE OF JOY1


The handle, red brown swirls in the grain.

The trigger, circled




with a metal oval like an egg.

Cocking it, the up-and-down




gracile, a swan’s neck,

silver crest hugging the finger.




Smell of oil and black powder.

The sights. The secrecy and shine.




‘On killing my first snipe

my excitement was so great




that from the trembling of my hands

I had much diffculty reloading my gun.’



NOTES

1. Shrewsbury, 1825.

THE PROBLEM OF PAIN
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HE LOOKS FOR LODGINGS WITH HIS OLDER BROTHER1


High cliffs with copper shadows. Arthur’s Seat.

       Two brothers in the world. He’s sixteen

and bouncing on hot springs




of excitement. ‘Bridge Street

       is the most extraordinary thing

I ever saw. We looked over the side




and saw beneath a stream

       of people instead of a river!

Light bedrooms are scarce articles




in Edinburgh. Most are little holes

       with neither light nor air.

Our lodgings,




Eleven Lothian Street,

       are very moderate. One pound six

shillings for two bedrooms and a sitting-room.’




A medical career! He enrols in physics,

       surgery, anatomy.

Materia Medica.



NOTES

1. In 1825 Darwin’s father Robert removed Charles from school, where he was not doing well, and sent him with Erasmus to read medicine at Edinburgh University, where Robert had himself studied medicine; as had his father, the poet and doctor Erasmus Darwin, before him.
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HAUNTED


He tried numb. He was good at that once. But the assault

       of the operating theatre was off the Richter scale

of self-deception. The amputation table: a drawn-out sobbing

       yell. The smells – bowels opening, sawn bone.

‘Long before the blessed days of chloroform.’

       Next time it was a boy, screaming. Blood fell

from an opened brain. ‘I rushed away before the operation

       was completed, nor did I ever attend again.’

Pity – all those boring Greek lessons – and Fear

       pounding up from earth’s tragic core

with no skin in between. Outside, in iron rain

       and the scent of dogshit, he leaned against bricks

of the hospital and stared at a torn-up world.

       At the phantasmagoria of unbearable.

‘The cases fairly haunted me for many a long year.’
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HE HANGS OUT WITH A TAXIDERMIST


John Edmonstone,1 the first black gentleman

he’s ever seen; and in the same street,

number thirty-seven. ‘I used to sit with him




often, for he was a very pleasant intelligent man.’

Sublimate of mercury, brittle feathers, avian

anatomy. The scalpel tease-and-settling of wings.




As he leaves for number eleven

he sees a harvest moon. A shadow-bruised melon

as over the Amazon.



NOTES

1. Edmonstone had been a slave on a Guiana plantation run by the ornithologist-traveller Charles Waterton (1782–1865), who took him on collecting expeditions and wrote these up in his Waterton’s Wanderings in South America. Waterton taught him taxidermy, took him to Glasgow and freed him. At Edinburgh, Edmonstone stuffed birds for Professor Jameson’s museum. Darwin paid him a guinea an hour for lessons in taxidermy. It was there he must have heard direct accounts of tropical forest for the first time.
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ON THE OVA OF FLUSTRA


Low tide on the Firth of Forth. Silvery

       and nothing to do with pain. Dark pines

on a headland; streaks of slime

       over charcoal rock with a vein of cream;




a bridge, an eyebrow against white sky.

       He’s made friends with oyster fishermen

who take him out collecting. Specimens

       from tidal pools: grey, vanilla, smoky green.




‘Procured from black rocks at Leith,

       a large Common Lumpfish, stranded. The ovaria

a great mass of rose-colour spawn.

       When dissected, as well as I could,




no intestinal worms. Free from disease. Eyes small –

       so probably does not inhabit deep seas?

Unusually for cartilaginous fish, the kidneys

       quite a way from the vertebrae.’




He gets no practice in dissection. His microscope

       is hopeless! He listens to a visitor, John Audubon,

on North American birds.1 Black windows gape

       in lecture halls like carbon wings. If he can’t get on




with Medicine, will Father provide an allowance?

       At eighteen he falls in love – with marine invertebrates.

He reads a paper to a natural history society

       on his first discovery: the eggs of Flustra,




splodges of emerald tangle, combings

       of green hair at the tidal edge, are not a plant –

they’re animal, they’re larvæ! As for Medicine –

       he hates it. How can he tell them at home?



NOTES

1. At Edinburgh Darwin joined the Plinian Society for Natural History and went to Natural History talks. He studied hard at medicine at first, but found the lectures boring.

BLISS CASTLE1


‘You care for nothing but shooting, rat-catching and dogs!

You’ll be a disgrace to yourself and your family.’

His father is the largest man he’ll ever know.




He’s got to be a parson, plod through the Classics again

and read Divinity at Cambridge. So it’s God

and Holy Orders? As well that, as anything. He accepts




the truth of Holy Writ. And the Creed, of course.

(‘It never struck me how illogical it was

to say I believed what I could not understand –




and what is, in fact, unintelligible.’)

What matters most is shooting. The worst thing

that could happen would be getting an entry wrong




in his ledger of shot birds. He’s nineteen

and the best fun is Bliss Castle, alias Maer Hall.2

Lots of cousins, three girls, and a kind




sporty uncle. In the partridge and pheasant season

he keeps his boots beside the bed

not to lose thirty seconds of shooting-time.



NOTES

1. The Mount, Shrewsbury, summer 1828.

2. Maer Hall in Staffordshire was the seat of Josiah Wedgwood, son of the potter and brother of Darwin’s dead mother. Uncle Jos’s seven children included three girls: Charlotte, Fanny and Emma.

THE CODDINGTON MICROSCOPE
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HELD1


Stand, a moment, in the centre of these panels.

       His room’s empty now, being restored.

Just the mahogany table and carved doors –

       leading, if you open them, one to a tiny bedroom,

one to a brick wall. A stone fireplace, chest-high,

       just right for a gentleman to warm his backside




in icy weather. Outside are pale wood stairs

       and steps to an upper floor

with a vertical iron bar to grab when drunk.

       We’re here. The mantle of antiquity, of always.

These rooms once belonged to William Paley!2

       The panels are bayonet geometries




with Ionic capitals on top like a set

       of watching owls. A Bible and Latin books un-

opened on the desk. ‘I used to throw my gun

to my shoulder before the looking-glass

       and fire with a cap on the nipple

at the flame of a candle held by a friend.




If my aim was accurate, the little puff of air

       blew it out. There was a sharp crack!

When the Tutor passed below he thought I had a taste

       for practising a horse-whip.’

He’s twenty-one. Quite soon he’ll be a parson

       pursuing natural history part-time




but now the world is vivid, a bright rug

       of dark-hearted poppies. His collecting net

hangs from a pole like the dug

       of a breeding bitch. The circus of polished oak

reflects brass glitter on his Coddington’s Microscope,

       the first real scientific instrument he’s owned,




even more prized than his gun. He’s friends

       with Botany and Geology professors; he competes

for favour at their lectures. He’s in debt. He reads Paley –

       of course – and novels. He rides out to the Fens

to catch beetles. He dreams of a natural history expedition

       to Teneriffe, before he gets down to parsoning.




Let’s walk him out to the jade lawn, scarlet geraniums

       and black stone walls (now cleaned and pale)

familiar, once, to Milton.3 Everything in its place:

       college history; the Laws of Nature and of God.

A great regard for understanding order

           stirs in him like a sleeping bird. A roc perhaps. Or a phoenix.



NOTES

1. Christ’s College, Cambridge, 1829–31.

2. For his course, required reading was Natural Theology (1802) by the philosopher and Christian apologist William Paley, later Archdeacon of Carlisle. By coincidence, Darwin had the rooms which Paley used at Christ’s College. Darwin much admired Paley’s Natural Theology and knew it practically by heart.

3. Milton, who was intended for the priesthood like Darwin, had studied at Christ’s College two centuries earlier (1625–32).
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HE READS THAT THE MEMBRANE IN A GOLDFINCH EGG IS PROOF OF DIVINE DESIGN


Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity,

Collected from Appearances of Nature

by William Paley.1 ‘The Arteries might continue

shooting from their extremities indefinitely.

God could have done it without instruments or means!

But how instruments are made, how means become adapted –

that is where creative intelligence is seen!

God has prescribed limits to His power, to work His end

within them and so exhibit wisdom. He does the same with us.




You cannot lift your hand up to your head, simple as it seems,

without finding enough to be convinced of God’s existence.

Reflect how many things are requisite to that performing!

How could all this muscle, nerve and glint of skin

be stitched together without intelligence?

From the white of egg, would anyone look

for feathers of a goldfinch? Who, that saw red streaks

shooting in the membrane which divides the yolk from white,

would guess they were destined for bones and limbs?’



NOTES

1. Paley’s 1802 argument, that design must have a designer, was revived in the 1980s as ‘intelligent design’.
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ON ASKING A MUSEUM GUARD TO DRAW THE CURTAIN BEFORE TITIAN’S VENUS1


Her sudden body. Bare vellum, horizontal:

       thighs crossed and lower knee flexed

below the upper calf. He knows the lines by heart:

       her fingers curving down and nestling – he can’t see

the tips – in her crotch. One arm under her perfect head

       so the muscles of the under-shoulder melt




into her lower breast, the nipple looking at you

       like the only open eye. Except there’s a soft,

bi-colour spaniel plonked on russet satin

       underneath. The dog sits sentinel, the only thing awake,

its wet gaze on you like a tongue. A curtain, not the real one

       the guard draws back but a painted drape,




protects her innocent circumflex of hair

       from a sleeping town behind. But her upper breast,

with that crisp little nipple, thrusts up into the landscape

       and deep inside his retina. Mysterious geology!

He wants to chamber it in his palm, shield

       it from any watcher hidden in that purple air.




The top-silhouetted tree pushes scratchy twigs –

       wiry, pubic – up from the horizon

into ochre cloud. This is what girls look like

       underneath! Behind the petalled skin and taffeta.

What the eyes behind those lowered eyelids

       see in the looking-glass. Charlotte, at Maer –2




or the Owen sisters in their house of frolic!

       They call it ‘The Forest’;3 he says ‘Paradise’.

‘Like any good Musselman, I am always thinking of it.

       Those Houris, though, are flesh and blood. Substantial.’

No lowered eyelids there! Fanny teases about beetles.

       He suspects she looks their names up in her father’s library.




They take horses into the woods. She insisted, once,

       on trying to fire his gun – and fell, her soft

shoulder bruised by the recoil. She flirts, she pouts,

       they laugh a lot. ‘I made a beast of myself,’ she said,

‘in the strawberry-beds.’ Under the starch

       and flounce here’s Venus, waiting for your touch.



NOTES

1. Darwin often went to see paintings in the Fitzwilliam Museum. One he mentioned several times in later life was Titian’s Venus: probably Sleeping Venus, then attributed to Padovanino, now labelled ‘After Titian’. Though modelled on Giorgione’s Dresden Venus (whose landscape and sky were finished by Titian), this may be a copy of a composition by Titian. In Darwin’s time, though original works by an artist were valued as today, copies of his composition by other artists were not as sharply differentiated from their originals as they are now.

The Museum hung curtains over paintings of nudes to protect the modesty of women visitors.

2. Darwin’s female cousins at Maer Hall were Charlotte, Fanny and Emma Wedgwood. He called Charlotte, the eldest, ‘incomparable’.

3. Darwin spent a lot of time ‘lovering’, as he put it, with Fanny Owen, the younger of two sisters at a house near Shrewsbury called Woodhouse: hence the girls’ nickname for it, ‘The Forest’.

A DESPERATE WAY TO AVOID PAYING YOUR TAILOR


His own work has revised the National Map!1

       He’s discovered there’s no Old Red Sandstone

in the Vale of Clwyd.

       ‘A promising student of Geology’.




That’ll help for Teneriffe (though not

       for entering the Church). ‘How long

in the Tropics, without washing it,

       can you wear a shirt?’ He’s going home




for shooting, and lovering with Fanny Owen;

       but here’s Fate, kicking at the door.

Captain Fitzroy, relation of the Duke of Grafton,

       requires a gentleman companion, naturalist and savant,




for a survey of South America.2 Tierra del Fuego

       and back by the West Indies, starting in two months.

A professor, from Cambridge, is recommending him!

       ‘I immediately said I would go.’ But no –




‘My idle son!3 Two universities, wasted

       in shooting, drinking, debts – and collecting insects!

Ships are like jails. Filthy, full of disease

       and brutal discipline! And what about shipwreck?




It would unfit you, on return, to be a clergyman.

       You have no experience in seafaring

and no time to prepare. And anyway

       you might not suit the Captain!’




Starry spaces of the world recede.

       ‘My Father, though he does not decidedly refuse,

gives such strong advice against

       that I should not be comfortable.’

He goes to Maer, to shoot. But Father knows




there won’t be another chance like this

       and Cambridge dons aren’t fools. ‘If you can find

anyone of common sense who advises you to go

       I’ll give consent.’ At Maer they all say, Go!




His uncle drives him home. The dogrose,

       starry on August hedges along the white-dust road.

With Uncle there, Father OKs it – and Father has to pay.

       ‘I’d have to be deuced clever to get into debt on a boat!’




‘But they all say you are very clever.’ He’s going to be a sailor –

       and there’s a girl to leave behind.

‘A pretty desperate way’,

       says Fanny, ‘to avoid paying your tailor.’



NOTES

1. In summer 1831 Darwin passed his Divinity exams and in July went on a geology expedition to Wales with Sedgwick, Cambridge Professor of Geology.

2. Henslow, Cambridge Professor of Botany, had discussed natural history with Darwin and knew he wanted to pursue it in the tropics. He had recommended Darwin for an Admiralty expedition and had written to Darwin to tell him.

3. The Mount, Shrewsbury, August 1831.
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