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ERASMUS DARWIN.

FROM A PICTURE BY WRIGHT OF DEREY.
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1s one thing to establish hypotheses and
theories out of the fulness of one’s fancy,
even when supported by a very considerable
knowledge of nature, and another to demon-
strate them by an enormous number of facts,
and carry them to such a.degree of probability
as to satisfy those most capable of judging.
Dr. Erasmus Darwin could not satisfy his
contemporaries with his physio-philosophical
ideas ; he was a century ahead of them, and
was in consequence obliged to put up with
seeing people shrug their shoulders when
they spoke of his wild and eccentric fancies,
and the expression “ Darwinising ” (as em-
ployed for example by the poet Coleridge
when writing on Stillingfleet) was accepted
in England nearly as the antithesis of sober
biological investigation.*

The many-sidedness of his endowments also
injured his fame in another direction. The
physicians reproached him with being a
philosopher; and the philosophers thought
themselves justified in complaining that he
was of far too poetical and fanciful a con-
stitution ; the poets and literati on the other

* See ¢ Athenseum,’ March, 1875, p. 423,
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be the poet Henry Brooke. Others have re-
presented Sir Richard Blackmore’s poem, ¢ The
Creation,” which appeared in 1712, as the
model.* Neither statement has the slightest
foundation. Henry Brooke’s ¢ Universal
Beauty’ is a “ Physico-theology” in verse,
which, although decidedly more sonorous and
poetical than the offspring of the similarly
employed muse of his German namesake
(Heinrich Brookes), is merely devoted to a
representation of the glories of creation of
the same character as the physico-theologies of
that period. Blackmore's ¢Creation,” which,
from its being divided into seven books, people
have been led to regard as belonging to the
Diluvianistic literature, treats of the process of
creation only by the way ; and is essentially a
purely polemico-rhetorical philippic againstthe
atheists, from Democritus and Epicurus down
to Descartes and Spinoza, in which we find so
little sound judgment and insight that the
author can by no means make up his mind

* The suggestion that Dr. Darwin may have made use of
Brooke’s ¢ Universal Beauty’ as his pattern, seems to have first
appeared in a critical article in the ¢ Edinburgh Review > (April,

1803, 4th ed. p. 491), but has since passed, as a demonstrated fact,
into later biographijcal works, e.g., the  Biographie Universelle.”
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world is indicated, to which may be added
here from the second part (pp. 36 and 44)
that Darwin regarded lichens as the oldest
terrestrial plants, and, like Hickel in more
recent times, he referred the fungi to a
kingdom which, like “a narrow isthmus,”
united plants and animals,

In the third canto, addressed to the water-
nymphs, the circulation and action of water
upon the earth is described. The formation
of clouds, the sea and its life, springs, rivers,
geysers, glaciers, coral structures, &c. In this
connection the fossil marine animals also come
under discussion; and after mentioning the
singular circumstance that most fossil marine
animals as, for example, the ammonites, are
no longer found living, whilst the living
animals do not occur in the fossil state, the
author raises the questions, “ Were all the
“ ammoniz destroyed when the continents
“ wereraised ?  Or do some genera of animals
“ perish by the increasing power of their
“ enemies? Or do they still reside at in-
“ accessible depths in the sea? Or do some
“ animals change their forms gradually and
“ become new genera ¢ ¥ |

* ¢ The Economy of Vegetation,” p. 120.
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“ can grow without hindrance, and develope
‘““ without obliterating each other ? All parts
“ which do not sufficiently injure one another
“to cause mutual destruction, all that can
“ exist together, exist; and perhaps in the
*“ majority of living creatures there are fewer
“ related, useful or necessary, than indifferent,
““ useless or superfluous parts, But we, always
“ wishing to refer everything to a certain
“ purpose, when parts have no ‘apparent use,
“invent for them hidden purposes and
* imagine unfounded relations which do not
“ exist in the nature of things, and only serve
“ to obscure matters, We fail to see that
“ thus we deprive philosophy of its true
“ character, and misrepresent its object, which
“ consists in the knowledge of the ‘How’ of
“ things, the way in which nature acts, and
“ that we substitute for this real object a vain
““ idea by seeking to divine the ¢ Why’ of
“ the facts, or the purpose which she bas in
“ her activity.” *

Buffon had a dim idea that rudimentary
organs and similar irregularities found their
explanation in the consideration of the general

* ¢ Hist, Nat.” tome v. 1755, pp. 103, 104,
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able review only of the chief of them :—
Nehemiah Grew’s ¢ Cosmologia Sacra’ (1711),
and Derham’s ¢ Astro-,’ Physico-, Hydro-" and
‘ Pyro-theology’ were occupied more with
general questions, but in Germany, on this
field favoured by the Leibnitz-Wolfian philo-
sophy, the minutest details were gomne into.
A shallow, sickly enthusiasm, which was
called “natural religion,” gained the upper
hand ; the whole world appeared only to
exist for the service, pleasure and edification
of man. Lesser’s ¢Litho-theologie’ (1735)
and Rohr’s ¢ Phyto-theologie’ (1739) were
followed, going more into detail, by Lesser’s
¢ Insecto-theologie” (1738), and the same
learned pastor’s ¢ Testaceo-theologie,” Zorn’s
‘ Petino-theologie’ (1742) and two ¢ Ichthyo-
theologies” by Malm and Richter (1751 and
1752). Gradually even the individual species
of animals took their turn, e.g., the bees in
Schierach’s ¢ Melitto-theologie® (1767) ; nay,
even such natural phenomena of very doubt-
ful benefit as swarms of locusts and earth-
quakes were rendered harmless in Rathleff’s
voluminous ¢ Acrido-theologie’ (1748) and
Pren’s ¢ Sismo-theologie’ (1772). That Hein-
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were not useful to the organisms themselyes,
and whether it was conceivable that they
could have acquired such properties as
favoured their well-being by an internal im-
pulse and gradual improvement. For a time
he seems to have addressed to every creature
that came before him, some such apparently
curious questions as these: Why does any
creature have this and no other appearance ?
Why has this plant poisonous juices? Why
has that one spines? Why have birds and
fishes light-coloured breasts and dark backs?
&ec., &e. The last canto of the first part of
the ¢Botanic (Garden, and the second part
generally, are particularly rich in such
justly-raised and truly Darwinistic questions.
We shall have to recur to this point here-
after, and now, after this digression, return
once more to the analysis of the ‘Botanic
Garden.’

In the fourth canto, addressed to the
sylphs, after some descriptions of winds and
climates, the author turns to the daughters of
the air, the plants, and describes their
economy, in the course of which a great
number of exceedingly modern remarks are
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“ possess, and prick their mouths till they
“ bleed, if they are induced by hunger or
“ caprice to attempt eating gorse.” *

This observer of nature was particularly
interested in the means possessed by plants
for preventing the crawling up of wingless
insects into the flowers. He explained in
this way the small water-basins which the
leaves form about the stem of the Fuller’s
Teasel, and which have recently led to a
remarkable investigation on the part of one
of his descendants,T as also the larger basins
which surround the flower stalks of the
Bromeliaces, as being arrangements destined
partly to the refreshment of the plants, and
partly to serve as a protection for its flowers
and seeds.f A similar protective contrivance
occurs most instructively in the viscous rings
of the catchfly, the description of which
may follow here as a sample of the ¢ Loves
of the Plants,’ with the preliminary remark
that the numbers relate to the stamens and

* ¢ Zoonomia,’ vol. i. p. 162, sect, xvi, ii, .
t See ¢ Kosmos,” i. p. 354.
t ¢ The Loves of the Plants,’ p. 37,












160 LIFE OF

his last (posthumous) work, ¢ The Temple of
Nature,” he speaks of the honey-secretion of
plants in the same way as in his earliest writ-
ings. In a special article,* he endeavours to
fathom the secret cause of the general and
abundant secretion of honey by most flowers,
and arrives at the supposition that it is
intended to serve as nutriment and as an
excitant for the sexual organs of the plant,
for which reason it flows only until fertiliza-
tion has taken place. He was strengthened
in this curious error by the circumstance
that insects usually go in search of honey
in no other stage of their development
than at the period of their sexual maturity,
that is to say, as perfect insects. A “ philo-
sopher ” who seems to have accompanied him
upon this mistaken course, actually supported
his opinion by the absurd conjecture that
the first insects had proceeded from a meta-
morphosis of the honey-loving stamens and
pistils of the flowers, by their separation
from the parent plant after the fashion of the
male flowers of Vallisneria, and “that many

* ¢« The Economy of Vegetation,” Additional Notes, pp. 107-
112, .























































































































































































