6

ERASMUS DARWIN*

To German industry, which is deterred by no { God’s altar,
difficulties, not even by & want of familiarity with | cORsecrated

local and personal particulars, we are indebted for
what many will view in the light of g discovery.

It may be news tothe majority of the British

public, but it has long boen & household story
in the midland counties. Mr, Charles Darwin is

justly proud, not only to be the grandson of Dr.
Erasmus Darwin, but to be also the heir of his
high intellectual qualities, and, in a sense, of his
opinions and theories. He can point to himself as
& conspicuous example of heredity, progressive
mnprovement, selection by rule of stren h, and
adaptation to favouring circumstances. this
way he represents a family, a school, and a posi-
tion in the world of science. Accordingly, he has
hastened to present to the ¥nglish reader an ac-
count of the scientific works of KErasmus Darwin,
by Ernst Krause, accompanying it with a very
interesting preliminary notice. Erasmus Darwin
lived at Lichfield from 17566 to 1781, during all
which time the fact of his occupying ground dear
to Dr. Johnson with opinions jametrically oppo-
site must have added considerably to the great
moralist's cap of sorrows. A romantic incident,
proving at once Dr. Darwin’s warmth of affection
and high personal gifts, took him to Derby, where he
fell on congenial soil, made a nidus, so to speak, and
fountled a school of thought. Within & few months
of his arrival he had actually founded a Philo-
sophical Society, following, but deviating from,
the example of Spalding, Here he had round him
younger men, afterwards of great note in their
sevoral ways, one of them the ingenious and
public-spirited father of the present Lord Belper.
Lhere were men of letters in the town, and even
a painter of great genius, whosze portrait of Dar-
win appears in the frontispiece of this volume ;
but the prevailing tone of the place was mechani-
cal, for people were making fortunes ‘and families
rising to sudden eminenco by newly-invented ma-
chinery. For twenty years Dr. Darwin reigned
without & rival in o Paradise of theories,
inventions, projects, and reforms. Very earl

in his life, on the only cceasion in whici‘;
he had ever been ecntrapped inte stron

arink, after runuing a great distance an

walking up to his mneck through a river, he
mounted a tub and harangued the population of
Lichfiold on sanitary improvement. The incident
is 2 good pair to Dr. Johnson’s self-imposed pen-
ance in Lichfield market-place ; but thers could
henceforth be no doubt of the sincerity
of Darwin’s convictions. There was nothing
for which Dr. Darwin did not invent g2
machine, more or less successful, and to this day
worth a reviewal. Nobody was good for anything,
he used to say, who had not tried an experi-
ment. It was his definition of a fool. = He
tried o improve on the clumsy carriages of
that day by placing the driver more over the
horse, but he evidently had not taken enough

into account the mitigation of centrifugal
forco obtained by putting .the cart well
behind the horse, for he was upset and

lamed for life. For the benefit of the craven spirits
who resign themselves to failure on the ground of
personal defects, it may be observed that, besides
limping, and besides great obesity, the doctor
stammered very much and was deeply pitted with
the smallpox. His extensive reading, his medical
skill, and his great benevolence would have
socured him ascendeney even if he had mot
been a philosopher and a post. His poems
were wonderful works of art, and deserve
being better known. But they did not rise to their
model, and they fell on evil times. They had not
the gloomy grandeur and deep yearnings of Lucre-
tius. The French Revolution discredited all
theories, and as Darwin’s star was settiug Cole-
ridge and Wordsworth appeared over the horizon.
It is often said that tho truest test of o
style 1s that it should admit of being well

arodied, and by thistest Darwin stands, for ¢ The
hwes of the Triangles” is the best thing ever
written in its way, Darwin’s contemporary critics,
while they scouted his theories, admitted his mar-
vellous versification, to the extent of aseribing to
1t & sort of diabolic perfection. Its real want was
that of moral interest. The ¢ Georgics™ and the
““ Seasons ’ would hardly be read but for their epi-
sodes and bits of human life, and even with
these few know how considerable a poet Thomson
was.

But Dr. Darwin’s philosophy is the point in
question. It was simple enough ; almost childlike.
He invested everything that could be supposed
living «t all with real life, human life, the life of
sensible enjoyment, sensible pain, love, hatred,
hope, and fear. There was no form or stage of
existence that did not live o him. As he Sympa-
thized readily and deeply with man and beast, with
the verynegro, witheverybody, near orfar,so also he
had spare and abundant sympathy for every thing
that moved, for plant, flower, leat, blade, and root,
even to every kind of insect scourge. The very moun-
tains were to him the records of past happiness en-
joyed by the minute creatures that make chalk
or the coral reef. He looked not to the surface of
the ocean, but its depths, Wwhero life and happiness
abounded in infinite quantity,but infinitesimal forms.
The universal impulse of pursuit, or of flight, the
reachings of hunger, or thirst, or desire, and the
instinciive love of sweet security had made, and were
stil]l making, the world and the universe. All thig
ran counter to the received doctrine, but, strange
to say, it was much accepted, often without a
thought. By tho time Darwin began to look about
him there had been a long run of what was called
natural theology in general, specific, and very

articular forms. Not unly philosophers and poets,
Eut divines had demonstrated the existenco and
attributes of tho Deity, from the universe, from the
carth, from man, from the beast, from birds,
lnscets. flowers, dowm to the locust and to thunder
and lightning, and to forest fires. English and Ger-
man writers before them had worked the argument
of design threadbare, it might be said. Every-
thing had a2 design, obvious, all but speak-
ing ; and the design was tha pgood of man
and the glory of the Creator. Whatever was
good must be true, oras good as true. Unfor-
tunately, some of these wuiters fell into errors,
which were all the more serious considering the
greatness of the stake. But one fault pervaded
all,  Vhile they were labouring for one pious
cbject, they left out everything that did not help
towards it visibly and distinetly ; and the conse-
quence was a very partial view of science,
and 2 warped view. Modesty might have
suggested that we do not understand all
creation, but these writers were emboldened by
the greatvess of their cause. This was the current
that Darwin set himself to stem. His philosophy
was & roaction. Oddly enough, while combating it
he often fell into it. As it turned out, he wisely
followed the Roman precedent, and iipped
with honey the bowl of medicine he was present-
ing 1o the world. His verses did the business.
These were as bright, and sharp, and unassailable
a8 & row of penknife bindes or surgical instruments
in 2 cutler’s shop window. Butthe public took the
philosophy in one sense asa matter of course. Since
every poet inthose days invested everything with
human passions, reason, and utterance, under a
peetic licence,firm belisvers in the received theology
swallowed Dr. Darwin’’s sober, matter-of-fact con-
viction that everything had life in itself and that
this was the life of the world.

But after this comes the question of cosmogory,
which Darwinhad no wis% to avoid. From the
first he believed in one Maker, Upholder, and
Blesser, but steadily and emphatically refused to
adrait any interference with the design once made, or
anygovernment, except by continuity of sound rules.
He frequently referred with reverence to the pre-
cepts and example of the Great Teacher ; he refused
to take fses from the priest and lay vicars of Lich-
field Cathedral, and it is not a little remarkable
that his last words and last act were the strongest
possible testimony to the observance of the duty
founded on the sacred record of the Creation.
** On the day of his death, in the early morning—
it was about 7 a.m.—whilst writing a Jong
and affoctionate letter to Mr. Xdgeworth,
he was seized with a violent shivering fit,
and went into the kitchen to warm himself
before the fire. He there saw an old and faith-

ful servant churning, and asked her why she did |-

this on a Sunday morning. She answered that
she bad always done so, as he liked to have fresh
butier every morning. He said, ¢ Yes, L dojé
but never again echurn on a Sunday.

In two hours ho wns dead. Among many
other matters in which he anticipated this cen-
tury, he s2ys in his ** Phytologis,” *¢ There should

* « Erasmaus Darwin,” by Ernst Kranse, with o preli-
i?}?f” notice by Charles Darwin, London: John Murray,
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be no burial-places in churches or cha

rchyards
where the monumonts of de 4 ;

parted sinners shoulder
but proper burial-places should be
out of town.” Nothing could be
more express than his faith in a Divine Creator.
He Eubhshed an ode on the folly of atheism that
might almost he added to tho ¢ ﬁymns Ancient and
Modern,” and contrasted the selfish morality of
Socrates with Christian benevolence. But thero
must continually arise the question of the bearing
of the Creator towardsthe great machine of the
unlverse set in motion myrinds of ages ago.
How did the better prevail, as it wag hound to do ¢
By unchangeable rule, or by some interference.
As for the latter, if the Almiﬂht% to all appear-
ances, does not interfere with the revolutions of
mighty spheres on their axes,cr in their oroits,was
it 1 ely, said Darwin, that He would in  the
fall of a die ? No, the universe was planned to de-
velop and improve itself by the rTesolution of
forces, and the final, if not continual, triumph of
the better and the stronger. Here comes the
K:I:;:nt in which the German writer conceives that

. Charles Darwin has been fully anticipated
by his grandfather. That he has not been fully
anticipated, however, is evident. The grandfather
trusted the Divine beneficence with a continual im-
provement, effected in a multitude of ways by the
mutual action of instinctive tendencies. X Ha
wrote and spoke with the greatest diffidence
of theories, of which he had Toad enough, but
thought that if they were ever so extrava-

gant, they did good by directing obssrva.
tion t0 some new quarter. In hisg open-
ing address to the Philosophical Society

founded by him he spoke of man’s imperfection
and nature’s infinity, leaving perpetually new
things to be known end done, and now work
for experimental philosophy. Upon everybody
he wurged study to tge end of life, if
only to avoid self-repeating. His view of
nature, that is, of the great machine, was not at
first appearance favourable to the destructive pro~
coss imagined by later theories. Ha trusted to the
“ immense munificence of Nature’s hand ™ to make
good the greatest losses. The grandson, treadin
In nis steps, or, if the German writer woul
prefer so to put is, standing on his shoulders, has
taken what he deems the most solid part of Erasmus
Darwin’s views and worked on that foundation.
The elder Darwin trusted rather to the multi-
plicity of agencies and laws for mutual susten-
tation and progress. The younger looks on the
work rather as a battle, in which the better and
sfronger ever survive the worse.

Yet no doubt out of the elder Darwin’s wealth
of matter and hypothesis there can be selected the
materials for a system so like the younger Dar-
win’sas to ceem an anticipation of it. The German
writer ascribes to Erasmus a complete system of the
theory of evolution, at the same time deeming it
necessary to adduce the evidence of it. Erasmus
certainly thought it conceivable that the first
created thing was an egg, or, more probably,
one living filament moving In cosmic fluid :
and he saw even in the lichen the first stage of
organic being. The transformations of plants within
their own kinds, of moths and butterflies, of tad-
poles, and of common animals according to the sea-
son, the climate, or the time of life, tempted him
to pursue the process of transformation infinitel
further, He saw in some aquatic plants inci--
pient gills and fins, and would ‘have believed, if
sclence permitted, that flies and bees wers orchids
that had got loose and taken wing. His observa-
tions generally had led him to realize the pro-
gressive and gelf-protective nature of living things :
their strong internal cravings and impulses, their
shells, their warm furs or hard skins, their prickles,

ms, cssential oils, rank odours, and polsons ; | D

ut he was not satisfied with a mere squilibrium
in nature which would leave nature unchanged.
He was not unwilling o believe that man himself
had heen originally hermaphrodite. He noticed,
also, atleast one internal arrangement in the human
body which may be considered a defectin the erect
posture, but 1s proper in a quadruped. Observing
that male animals were moved and constructed to
contend for the female-—that is, either for the herd
or for the favoured individual—and that the victory
must generally end on the side of the strong, he
recognized the general triumph of the stronger
element in creation. The wer]i)d, indeed the uni-
verse, he believed to have been generated rather
than created, and a growth from strongth to
strength going on for ever. Tull of wonder
the power of the human han

d, and regard-
ing it as the great ’ =

physical difference be-

tween mun and brute, he placed the secret of thig | =

difference in the adductor pollicis, which made the

thumb so powerful an instrument, and placed it in |

direct communication with the forefinger. What-
ever the impulse, universal life

existence. He was not content with the common
parental theory of evolution modified by the ecir-
cumstances affecting man from his birth. The fostus
1tselt was believed to be affected by the thoughts
and feelings of the mother, and “therefore pro-
bably, so he thought, by the course of human
atfolrs refracted through the maternal medium.
He did not recoil from the thought of an utterly
self-destructive process, for it must be the way to
2 nobler resurrection of ever-changeful Nature. He
was the firat, says the German writer, who proposed
and consistently carried out s well-grounded theory
with regard to the development of the living world.
For this theory, however, Darwin would have to
accept o supposition which perhaps the German
would not think necessary. It is that myriads of
ages ago, yet alfer a previous eternity, the Deity
created an egg or filament having the power of slowl

developing itself into the created universe to whic

webelong,andthat He then watched and still watches
this development, without ever in the least inter.
fering—that is, without ever again exercising the
power of creation, except according to the first
physical laws. Xrasmus Darwin having to ask
whether all the buds on a tree are different
trees combined in one organization, or may be
sald to have been cortained in the originel
seed, observes incredulously on the infinite num-
ber of these potential trees, and their infinitesi-
mal size. Yet this is the very problem of
or & filament to grow into the universe. Whila
speaking of the non-appearance of the ammonite
smong living things, he suggests the possibility of
one genus being repia.ced by another. He dwelt on
the evidence in many living forms, even the
human, of some former less developed or differently
developed stage of existence. Affer the birth,
he made imitation the universal toacher. Smiles,

tears, frownms, cries, the play of the lins
the bands, and the feaot, all he found%ci

on development or early surroundings, With
these and many other like expressions before
us, it is impossible not to recognize 2 strong
family resemblance between these two remark.
able men..
more closely, the difference will more appear, and
the grandson will be found not a mere repetition

of his grandfather—by his own creed an impos-
sible thing.
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dIDDEN BEAUTIES.
— -
TO THE EDITOR OF THE TIMES.

Sir,—The village of Compton, in Surrey (near Guild-
ford, and lying south of the ‘‘ Hog’s Rack ), deserves a
visit from the tourist or archxeologist who may happen to
be in the neighbourhood, on account of its late Norman
church. In this there is, among other interesting features,
a screen or arcade surmounting the chancel arch and szid

to be one of the oldest pieces of woodwork in England. I
was walking through Surrey the other day and arrived at

Compton about 130 on Sunday, onlyto find the gate of

the churchyard securely locked (I was informed that this
was its normal condition save at actual hours of service),
aud even the church itself obscured from vietw by a lofty
wall and dwellings.

One is s0 accastomed to find country churches barred
and bolted that we are, from the prevalence of the custom,
nob impressed with its full villainy ; but to be denied in.
spection of even the exterior of God’s House—and that at

mid-day on Sunday—is 2 new, and by no means & pleasant,

?znaation to one who bas walked over 2 great part of Eng-
nd. B

The editor of Murray’s

““ Handbook for Surrey?” s £
Compton Church that * some of its arrangegnen?aysa?e

perhaps unique.” Let us ho pe that what I have mentioned
above counts as one of these.
Iam, Sir, yours faithfgll

T, W. 11

TT%ETO ,
Balhousie, Southbrooke-road, Lee, Nov. 19. N HAY

—-__-B-______

OFFENCE UNDER THE BALLOT Aor.—At the
Nottingham Town-hall, yesterday, William Lomas was
charged with violating one of the provisions of the Ballot
Act at the recent municipal elections in that town. The
Town Clerk, v:bo prosecuted, explained that the defendant
who had been €mployed as n political agent, went about half-
- past 11 on the polling day to one of the ({mlling booths and

induced a sub-agent who was employed there to supply
him with the names of soveral electors in tho ward who
had not voted. The Town Olerk added that the defendgnt
had hitherto borne a good character, and the Bench or-
dered him to be bound over in his own recognizances to
sppear before them when called upon. |
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