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Of all the cities in the world, this is the city in which to celebrate 
Charles Darwin. As you know, in 1839 this area was only a fine harbour 
with the potential for colonial settlement when it was visited by HMS 
Beagle, under the command of John Clements Wickham, a British 
naval captain, who was later the Government Resident in Moreton 
Bay district. Wickham named the harbour Port Darwin after his friend 
Charles Darwin, with whom he had shared five years of shipboard 
travel on a previous Beagle voyage. In fact topographical points all 
along the coastline from Perth to Cape Arnhem are a catalogue of 
the names of Wickham’s former shipmates, including Captain Robert 
FitzRoy, an interesting part of Australian history. According to a very 
helpful study by Alan Powell, these men of the third Beagle voyage 
were the first known non-Aboriginals to set foot on this landscape. 
It is an extraordinary feeling for me to be here, 173 years later, as 
your inaugural Darwin fellow at Charles Darwin University, in the city 
of Darwin. It is a great privilege to speak of Darwin’s achievements 
here, in Darwin. Thank you so much for inviting me and for your 
magnificent hospitality.

Charles Darwin was born in 1809 on the same day in February as 
Abraham Lincoln, and in the same year as the poet Alfred Lord 
Tennyson and composer Felix Mendelsohn. None of these men, of 
course, had any idea that he would become as influential as he is 
today. In Darwin’s case, he is perhaps even more famous now than 
he was in his lifetime. Nowadays, two centuries after his birth, and 
155 years after he published his great work on the Origin of Species, 
there can be no question about the extent and depth of his impact. 
No-one has to be a university level biologist to recognise his bearded 
face. Most people know that his name stands for the theory of humans 
descending from apes. For Darwin is as present in our modern minds 
as he ever was when he was alive. 

There are many other objects and places named after Darwin. There 
is a city called Darwin, a high-level computer programming system 
called Darwin, a Dutch rock band, a lunchtime delivery company, 
a mountain in the USA and another in Tierra del Fuego. There are 
foodstuffs and vitamin pills. The humorous annual Darwin award 
commemorates people who inadvertently contribute to natural 
selection. There are many different ways to display one’s allegiance; 
and numerous ways to draw on our perception of what the theory of 
evolution is about, as in cartoons. Darwin is enough of a national hero 
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for British people to meet him on the £10 note, and on the £2 coin. 
There was even a Rap guide to Evolution on stage at the Opera House 
during June. 

What is the historian to make of these high levels of visibility? To 
some degree we are seeing a media phenomenon here, not an 
intellectual one. For better or worse, and especially now, amidst the 
recent creationist controversies, Darwin has become a brand name, 
the symbol of evolutionary theory, and all that goes with it, in much 
the same way that the double helix of DNA is the ubiquitous image to 
represent modern genetics. 

The primary reason for Darwin’s prominence is surely the excellence 
of his theory – a magnificent achievement that lives on as the central 
organising concept of modern biology. In 1859, the clarity and insight 
of Darwin’s vision in the Origin of Species provided real answers to the 
biggest natural history questions of his day. Even Alfred Russel Wallace, 
who independently formulated the same idea of evolution by natural 
selection, a remarkable man who really should not be forgotten, said 
that “Mr. Darwin has given the world a new science, and his name 
should, in my opinion, stand above that of every philosopher of ancient 
or modem times. The force of admiration can no further go!!!” (Alfred 
Russel Wallace, 1905, My Life) Since 1859, their jointly formulated 
theory has been expanded, developed and restructured from the 
bottom up. Despite all these changes, it continues to demonstrate 
remarkable explanatory power – an astonishing accomplishment.

Yet anyone who has watched this University’s MOOC on Darwin’s 
life and work, will know that there is a bit of a conundrum here. If 
we go back in our imaginations to Britain in the middle years of the 
nineteenth century – cold, wet, crowded, dirty and unhygienic – it 
becomes clear that Darwin’s lifestyle was that of a typical member 
of the prosperous and well-educated classes, and that his outlook 
was very conventional. Yet his mind soared above the conventions 
of his day to formulate far-reaching revolutionary theories about the 
connectedness of all living beings and the animal origins of ourselves. 
Much of what I have attempted to do in my scholarly writing is to try 
to recapture this extraordinary combination of private conformity and 
public notoriety. How did Darwin do what he did? Is it possible to get 
under all those layers of fame and celebrity and see his life as he may 
have lived it? 
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Private
I’d like to start with the private. What sort of a man might Darwin 
have been?

Crucially, he always believed – as indeed we still do today – that the 
Beagle voyage was the making of him, the turning point of his life. It 
was this that changed him from a pleasant, but aimless young man 
into an inspired and creative thinker. As he said in his recollections: 
“The voyage of the Beagle has been by far the most important event 
in my life and has determined my whole career.” 

For him, the voyage was not only full of exceptional sights and 
opportunities – the impressive landscapes of South America, the 
fecundity of tropical Brazil, dramatic encounters with Indigenous 
peoples and other ways of life, hazardous travels off the beaten 
track, exotic islands – it also triggered countless moments when 
his imagination and ambitions were powerfully stirred. His letters 
home show him always ready to grasp an opportunity, inexhaustibly 
curious, cultured, friendly and adaptable. He could shoot, ride, had 
lots of stamina, was eager for adventure, and frequently felt seasick. 
In 1836, he spent several days in southeast Australia, seeing leading 
colonial figures resident in Sydney such as Philip Gidley King, and his 
father Philip Parker King, a previous captain of the Beagle, and Conrad 
Martens the artist, both of whom had travelled for a short while on the 
same voyage as Darwin. Martens had made evocative drawings of the 
ship in many of the wild places they visited. While he was in Australia, 
Darwin made an expedition inland from Sydney to Bathurst, crossing 
the Blue Mountains and coming back along Coxs River, where he saw 
several platypus. He then spent two weeks in Tasmania where he 
celebrated his 27th birthday. Despite the shortness of the visit overall, 
it was long enough for him to find the fauna extraordinary and the 
geology astounding. It was interesting in other ways too. Many years 
later he told an acquaintance that he even once thought of emigrating 
to Australia because the country offered so many opportunities to 
young men. What a story that would have made! 

But it was only after the voyage, back in Britain, that he began to 
engage seriously with the challenging notion of evolution. After two 
years of hard thinking and wide reading he unexpectedly ran across 
the concept of differential human survival in Thomas Malthus’s Essay 
on the Principle of Population (1798). Malthus wrote of ceaseless 
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reproductive pressure among human societies, fierce competition for 
survival, and the diseases and famines that he believed regulated the 
size of the British population. This inspired Darwin to propose that 
“favourable variations would tend to be preserved and unfavourable 
ones to be destroyed ... The result of this would be the formation of 
new species.”  Here, then, as he recorded in his Autobiography, he 
had found a theory by which to work. 

We tend to emphasise the private work that Darwin put into developing 
this theory in his notebooks, where he recorded a cascade of thoughts, 
opinions, difficulties and quotations from a wide variety of authors, 
old and new, and in the longer handwritten essays as the theory took 
shape and matured. These notebooks and essays were not intended 
to be seen. One long essay was so private that he packed it away and 
wrote a note to his wife to publish it only if he should die unexpectedly. 

Yet Darwin also spent the next fifteen years establishing himself 
as a public figure by publishing his Beagle results and fulfilling a 
variety of professional undertakings in British science. In 1839, he 
married his cousin Emma Wedgwood and soon afterwards moved to 
the countryside in Kent where he remained for the rest of his life. 
He and his wife had ten children, three of whom died in childhood, 
making Malthus’s principle of population bleakly real to their parents. 
Financially, Darwin was fortunate enough to inherit a substantial sum 
of money from his father so he did not need to take paid employment. 
At home, he had household staff to assist him and could therefore 
fill his time with writing and researching. He became an invalid, 
suffering from poor digestion and nausea, possibly exacerbated by 
nervous tension and maybe stress related to the ideas he was working 
on. Nevertheless, during this extended period he never lost sight of 
the theory of evolution by natural selection. He worked on the theory 
privately, in detail and in depth.

Letters
In fact, Darwin created a working environment very similar to his old 
cabin on the Beagle. His home was like the Beagle in a metaphorical 
sense, like a ship sailing across the English countryside, where the 
timetable could be strictly regulated and he could choose when he 
wanted to engage in social interactions. One consequence of this 
reclusive existence is that Darwin came to depend very heavily on 
correspondence. Even though he seems to have spent most of his time 
sitting in his study, he vigorously pursued his research through the 
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Victorian postal system. He created extensive networks of contacts 
across the globe, gathering information, testing hypotheses with 
colleagues, discussing books, exchanging facts and specimens, 
validating observations, and occasionally – and cautiously – 
explaining his evolutionary views to a few trusted friends. Knowledge 
of these correspondence networks – and their importance in Darwin’s 
research – is one of the major insights into his achievement that has 
emerged during the last several decades. It is now possible to consider 
Darwin as a master-tactician behind the scenes, who organised 
his correspondents, staff, family, acquaintances and readers into 
a flexible and resourceful army – an armada in Iain McCalman’s 
felicitous phrase – an armada held together by personal commitment, 
publications, reviews and friendship, almost an invisible college kept 
going by one man busily writing letters. How Darwin would have 
loved the connectivity of the internet!

Notoriety
Darwin’s book On the Origin of Species was produced in this intensely 
domestic setting. And in many ways his quiet tone of voice and use of 
household examples reinforced the message.

Yet the theories presented there frightened and appalled many 
Victorians. In the years following publication Darwin became a 
notorious figure, his name inextricably linked with the radical idea 
of evolution and disbelief in the Bible. His book was passionately 
criticised for its absence of any allusion to the biblical creation story. 
We hardly need reminding that he was proposing a completely 
naturalistic way of understanding the living world: mechanistic, as 
people said; a world stripped of any divine purpose, free from divine 
intervention. Our origins would lie not in the Garden of Eden but in 
animals. A cartoon from Punch magazine, published in 1861, visually 
codified many of the issues. The accompanying satirical verses ran:

Am I satyr or man?
Pray tell me who can,
And settle my place in the scale.
A man in ape’s shape,
An anthropoid ape,
Or monkey deprived of his tail?

Most of the opposition to Darwin centered on this presumed removal 
of any boundary between humans and animals. 
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And many such issues were expressed in a proliferation of popular 
objects and caricatures that dwelled on the idea of blurring man with 
beast. The magazine Figaro, for example, showed an apish hairy 
Darwin inviting an ape to contemplate itself in a handmirror, evoking 
the question what do we see when we look in the mirror. In France, 
under the caption “L’homme descend du singe,” in the magazine La 
Lune in August 1878, Darwin appeared as a monkey at the circus, 
bursting through a paper hoop marked “Credulité” and aiming for 
another marked “Ignorance”, “Erreurs”, and “Superstition”. The 
hoops are held by Emile Littré, the medical writer and populariser 
of Comte, who was repeatedly denounced in France as a prominent 
supporter of scientific positivism. The message was that rational 
thought would smash through Catholic ignorance, a powerful force 
for change.

These and many other commercial products made Darwin and the 
controversy about human origins fully tangible to his own generation. 
Darwin’s work became part of the richly varied world of nineteenth-
century popular culture that flourished beyond the domain of scientific 
devotees. He was one of very few scientists who have captured the 
public imagination and became well-known outside the world of high 
level intellectual endeavour.

Conclusion
It is this contrast between the wide circulation of popular ideas about 
Darwin and Darwin’s own sense of privacy that has fascinated me 
for many years. There are other contrasts. Darwin was a vigorous 
young man but a frail invalid in later life. He was a traveller as well 
as a thinker, a loving father and family man who nevertheless tightly 
controlled his working days, a good friend to many secular figures 
as well as to a number of devout clergymen. He was modest and 
unassuming but able ruthlessly to construct a worldwide network of 
correspondents to keep him supplied with natural history information. 
And he was a man who liked pottering around in his garden carrying 
out experiments on worms and flowers, and yet also wrote On the 
Origin of Species, a book that has reverberated through the centuries. 
Darwin had many lives, depending on where we look. 

The controversies have ebbed and flowed since that time. The debate 
over evolution continues in many parts of the world and these issues 
still trouble a large number of individuals. Darwin’s fame – the 
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changing imagery, the consumer objects, the needs of his shifting 
audiences – and his desire to remain a private man perhaps help us 
to understand a little more of the processes of making and circulating 
knowledge in all the complexities of the historical moment. 



CHARLES DARWIN UNIVERSITY

 
 

Charles Darwin: His Life in Public 
and Private  

Professor Janet Browne
Aramont Professor of the History of Science, Harvard University

Darwin and Alice Springs: July 2014

Professor Janet Browne 
Professor Janet Browne has been appointed the 
inaugural Charles Darwin Scholar in 2014, an 
honorary position that brings the expertise of 
eminent scholars working on Charles Darwin, 
or aspects of his legacy, to the university of his 
namesake, Charles Darwin University, Australia. 

Janet Browne’s interests range widely over the 
history of the life sciences and natural history. She 
is Aramont Professor of the History of Science 
at Harvard University, where she teaches an 
introductory course on the history of Darwinism, 
from Darwin’s day to now. She is greatly interested 
in the history of animal and plant collecting, 
old museums, voyages of exploration, garden 
history, and the science and religion controversies. 

Previously she lived and worked in England, 
mostly Cambridge and London. During that time 
she specialised in reassessing Charles Darwin’s 
work, first as an associate editor of the early 
volumes of The Correspondence of Charles Darwin, 
and more recently as author of a two-volume 
biography that integrates Darwin’s science with 
his life and times. The biography was received 
generously both in the UK and USA, and the 
second volume Charles Darwin: The Power of 
Place was awarded the James Tait Black award for 
non-fiction in 2004 and the Pfizer Prize from the 
History of Science Society.


