ERASMUS DARWIN.*

FOR those who uphold the theory of hereditary genius there
could scarcely be a more typical or confirmatory instance than
that supplied by the successive generations of the Darwin family.
Not only in the possession of great mental powers and high moral

urpose or energy of will, without which the highest gifts of intel~
lect are too often wasted, but no less in the singular aptitude or bias
of mind towards a specific range of lknowledge and speculation,
is it interesting to mark a strain of continuity such as is rarely
traceable even from father to son. As the child is father to the
man, 8o is the parentage of the Origin of Species to be seen in the
Zoomonia and the Botanic Garden. The same quick intuition for
truth in nature, the same power of rapid induction and wide
generalization, with the same sympathetic affection for everything
that lives and breathes, gives philosophical continuity to a series
of writings parted by an interval of well-nigh a hundred years.
This strongly marked heredity of mind and character has so im-
pressed Professor Krause of Berlin, as exemplifying the operation
of one of the primary laws of the Darwinian system, that he has
made it the subject of a special study, published in February last
in the well-known German scientitic journal Kesmos, under the
title of a ¢ Contribution to the History of the Descent Theory.”
We are glad to see this interesting monograph put forth in an
English dress, with the addition of an outline of his grandfather’s
lif, character, and works prefixed by our distinguished naturalist
himself. For this biographieal sketch materials were furnished by
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observed by chauce in Collinsonia. In the general principles of
evolution he anticipated, in his Zvonomia, the theory of Lamarck
by fifteen years, and in one expressive passage he embtodies, in
words ell but identical with the famous formula of the survival
of the fittest, the pregnant doctrine of natural eelection:— The
final cause of this contest amongst the males seems to be that the
strongest and most active animal should propagate the species
which should thence become improved.”

As the general conclusion of his acute and clear analysis, Dr.
Krause remarks that Iirasmus Darwin was the first who propounded
and cousistently carried out a well-rounded theory with regard to
the development of the living world ; the merit of which theory
shines forth when we compare it with the vacillating and confused
attempts of Buffon, Linneus, and Goethe. It is the idea of a
power working from within the organismsto improve their natural
condition or place in nature, and thus out of the impulses of in-
dividual needls to work towards the perfection of nature as a whole.”
It stoxd in contrast to the old theory that all adaptation to
purpose in the arrangements of the world was fore-calculated
and fore-ordained, as if all organisms were merely wheels in
a gizantic macbine madc once for all, and incapable of im-
provement. “The Cartesio-Paleyan comparison of nature with
a great piece of clockwork (a fundamentally mistaken com-

. Earison, because every complete mechanical work has only
een attained by many gradual improvements in the course of
Fenemtions) is finally got rid of.” ~Working on the lines thus
aid down, and guided, we cannot doubt, by his grandfather's re-
corded principles, no less than inheriting his genius and character,
Mr. Charles Darwin has in our day given scientific form and
precision to what was as yet in many respects shadowy or conjec-
tural. Iis vastly larger familiarity with the facts of nature, the
fruit of wider travel and constant research, has given him a more
positive basis for his system of biology, and enabled him to
underpin, as it wero, many & point at which the elder fabric of
Darwinism tottered or gave way. Above all,in the great idea
of natural selection he laid his band upon the key which the elder
thinker failed to grasp. How far Erasmus Darwin was in advance
of his own generation may be seen in the criticisms, ridiculous as
they now seem to us, which his philosophical poems called forth.
His first great work of mark has to this day perhaps been most
popularly known by Canning's clever parody of it in the Loves of
the Triangles. No one—it 13 & pleasant trait in his character—
was mors amused by this witty piece of mimicry than the philo-
sopher himself, Tlow strangely false are in many cases the pro-
gnostics of the most confident and authoritative literary critics
may be judged from the sentence passed upon the Temple of
Nature by the Edinburgh Review (1803):—* It his fame be destined
in anything to outlive the fluctuating fashion of the day, it is on
his merit as & poet that it is likely to rest; and his reveries in
science have probably no other chance of being saved from oblivion,
but by haviog been warried.to immortal verse,” i




