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Synopsis 

This essay reads Darwin’s Journal of his 1831-36 voyage on H.M.S. Beagle as a late 

instance of the circumnavigation narrative, a distinctive literary genre of the long 

eighteenth century. Darwin reflects upon the belated, post-Enlightenment condition of 

his voyage, sixty years after the Cook expeditions and the completion of the map of 

the world. While eighteenth-century circumnavigations might have represented a 

European imperial will to universal knowledge, Darwin writes in a new era of 

scientific uncertainty as well as of British geopolitical supremacy. New forms of 

knowledge are unfolding, among them the history of the earth (Lyell) and the natural 

history of man (Lamarck). Darwin articulates his awareness of the historical condition 

of his voyage through a ‘Romantic’ opening to new knowledge as an aesthetic 

process. In the Journal he deploys two modes of the sublime which articulate 

contrasting visions of the earth, prepared for him in Alexander von Humboldt’s 

Personal Narrative and Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology. Where the 

Humboldtian sublime expresses a vision of the earth as an interconnected living 

system (a biosphere), the Lyellian sublime expresses an abyssal intuition of ‘deep 

time’ and the extinction of populations. Lyell’s geology translated history from the 

human sciences to the science of the earth, but at the cost of excluding from its scope 

the potentially scandalous natural history of man. To justify that exclusion, Lyell 

installs an incommensurable difference of scale between the dimensions of geological 

and human history. Darwin however finds himself observing and reflecting upon the 

data of comparative anthropology and world history that comprised one of travel 

writing’s key topics, and registering – by virtue of his journal’s status as a day-to-day 

record of his own experience – the psychic collisions of the different scales of 

geological, racial, national and personal history. In the figure of the Fuegian savage of 



Tierra del Fuego he confronts the vanishing point of a sublime that does not modulate 

into aesthetic wonder or scientific knowledge. Insisting on an insurmountable 

difference between himself and them, never to be closed by an historical process of 

‘improvement’, Darwin intuits but disavows the Fuegians’ extinction as a prospect of 

the history that he now shares with them, thanks to the voyage that has brought him to 

their land.  
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Notes 

 
1 Where page numbers are given, they refer to Charles Darwin, Journal and Remarks, 

1832-1836 (London, 1839), Vol. 3 of P. Parker King, Robert Fitzroy, and Darwin, 

Narrative of the Surveying Voyages of His Majesty’s Ships Adventure and Beagle, 

Between the Years 1826 and 1836 (3 vols.; London, 1839).  
2 Walter Scott, Waverley, or, ‘Tis Sixty Year’s Since, ed. P. D. Garside (Edinburgh, 

2007), p. 340. Compare also Darwin’s first view of Sydney Cove: ‘Here, in a less 

promising country, scores of years have effected many times more, than the same 

number of centuries have done in South America’ (Journal and Remarks, p. 515). 
3 On the new, Romantic sense of historical time, marked by an awareness of 

periodicity and of history as ‘normal change’, see James Chandler, England in 1819: 

The Politics of Literary Culture and the Case of Romantic Historicism  (Chicago, 

1998), pp. 105–40, and Jerome Christensen, Romanticism at the End of History 

(Baltimore, 2000), pp. 3–8.  
4 In this essay I shall refer to the first edition of 1839 under the short title Journal and 

Remarks and to the 1845 edition under the short title Journal of Researches. 

References that do not distinguish between the editions will be made under the 

generic short title Journal. Quotations in the text, unless otherwise noted, are from 

Journal and Remarks. 
5 For these scientific contexts see Dov Ospovat, The Development of Darwin’s 

Theory: Natural History, Natural Theology, and Natural Selection, 1838-1859 

(Cambridge, 1981); Robert J. Richards, Darwin and the Emergence of Evolutionary 

Theories of Mind and Behavior (Chicago, 1987); Adrian Desmond, The Politics of 

Evolution: Morphology, Medicine and Reform in Radical London (Chicago, 1989); 

Martin J.S. Rudwick, Worlds before Adam: The Reconstruction of Geohistory in the 

Age of Reform (Chicago, 2008). 
6  See, e.g., Gillian Beer, Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George 

Eliot, and Nineteenth-Century Fiction (London, 1985), pp. 27-32. 
7 Charles Darwin, Correspondence, ed. Frederick Burkhardt et al (16 vols.; 

Cambridge, 1985), vol. 3, p. 140. 
8 Nigel Leask, “Darwin’s ‘Second Sun’: Alexander von Humboldt and the Genesis of 

The Voyage of the Beagle”, in Literature, Science, Psychoanalysis, 1830-1970: Essays in 

Honour of Gillian Beer, ed. Helen Small and Trudi Tate (Oxford, 2003), pp. 13-36 (pp. 16, 

20, 33). On Darwin and Humboldt see also Robert J. Richards, The Romantic 

Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe (Chicago, 2002), pp. 

514-25; Philip Sloan, ‘The Making of a Philosophical Naturalist’, in The Cambridge 

Companion to Darwin, ed. Jonathan Hodge and Gregory Radick (Cambridge, 2003), 

pp. 24-25, 33-35. 
9 Alexander von Humboldt, Personal Narrative of Travels to the Equinoctial Regions 

of America, During the years 1799-1804 (3 vols.; London, 1852) vol. 1, p. x. 
10 Ibid., vol. 1, p. xi. 
11 Ibid., vol. 1, pp. ix-x.  
12 Leask, op.cit., p. 20. 
13 Charles Darwin, Charles Darwin’s Beagle Diary, ed. R. D. Keynes (Cambridge, 

1988), p. 42 (February 28
th

, 1832).  
14 Darwin, Beagle Diary, p. 42.  Darwin’s sister Caroline complained ‘that you had, 

probably from reading so much of Humboldt, got his phraseology & occasionally 

made use of the kind of flowery French expressions which he uses, instead of your 

 



 

 

 

own simple straight forward & far more agreeable style’: Charles Darwin, The Beagle 

Letters, ed. Frederick Burkhardt (Cambridge, 2008), p. 236. 
15 Humboldt, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 290. For a detailed account of the roots of Darwin’s 

view of nature in Humboldt and in German Romantic Naturphilosophie more 

generally, see Richards, The Romantic Conception of Life, pp. 514-25.  
16 Charles Darwin, ‘Recollections of the Development of My Mind and Character’, in 

Evolutionary Writings, ed. James A. Secord (Oxford, 2008), p. 388.  
17 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London, 

1992), p. 29. 
18 Jonathan Lamb, Preserving the Self in the South Seas, 1680-1840 (Chicago, 2001), 

pp. 3, 55. 
19 Ibid., p. 77. 
20 Ibid., p. 4. 
21 Ibid., p. 109. 
22 Ibid., p. 5. 
23 See Martin J. S. Rudwick, Bursting the Limits of Time: The Reconstruction of 

Geohistory in the Age of Revolution (Chicago, 2005), pp. 2-6 
24 Lamb, op.cit., p. 77. 
25 Edmund Burke to William Robertson, 9 June 1777: The Correspondence of 

Edmund Burke, ed. G. H. Guttridge (10 vols.; Cambridge, 1958-78), vol. 3, p. 351.  
26 See, e.g., Chandler, op.cit., pp. 127-135. 
27 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767),  

ed. Fania Oz-Salzberger (Cambridge, 1995), p. 80. 
28 See Richards, op.cit., pp. 520-22. 
29 See Hans Blumenberg, Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigms of a Metaphor for 

Existence, trans. Steven Rendall (Cambridge, Mass., 1997). 
30 Darwin, Beagle Diary, p. 42. On Darwin’s representation of the South American 

rainforest and a Humboldtian ‘tropical aesthetic’ see James Paradis, ‘Darwin and 

Landscape’, in Victorian Science and Victorian Values: Literary Perspectives, ed. 

Paradis and Thomas Postlewait (New Brunswick, NJ, 1985), pp. 85-110; James 

Krasner, ‘A Chaos of Delight: Perception and Illusion in Darwin’s Scientific Writing’, 

Representations 31 (Summer 1990), 118-141; and Leask, ‘Darwin’s “Second Sun”’, 

pp. 22-26. Against Paradis’s claim that Darwin expresses a Coleridgean 

transcendentalism – ‘the sensation of the moment leads to some more profound reality 

and truth, some sense of natural supernaturalism determined through intuition’ (p. 96) 

– Krasner argues, correctly in my view, that Darwin adheres to a (Burkean) empiricist 

and sensationalist language of ‘visual overstimulation’ (pp. 126-9). 
31 Humboldt, op.cit., vol. 1, pp. 215-6. 
32 See Lamb, op.cit., pp. 111-13: ‘William Dampier’s account of his two arrivals on 

the coast of New Holland is a collection of absent things. He produces a litany of that 

which is not.’ (112) 
33 See Krasner, ‘A Chaos of Delight’, on the shift from ‘organic multiplicity’ to 

‘geological history’ during the voyage; and, especially, Gary Willingham-McLain, 

‘Darwin’s “Eye of Reason”: Natural Selection and the Mathematical Sublime’, 

Victorian Literature and Culture (1997), 67-85, for an account of Darwin’s adaptation 

of the Kantian mathematical sublime to represent the complexity and dynamism of 

evolutionary process in the Origin of Species; on Lyellian ‘deep time’, see pp. 79-81. 

 



 

 

 
34 Compare Darwin’s Beagle Diary entry for December 28

th
, 1833: ‘All is stillness & 

desolation. One reflects how many centuries it has thus been & how many more it will 

thus remain. — Yet in this scene without one bright object, there is a high pleasure, 

which I can neither explain or comprehend’, p. 209. 
35 Charles Darwin, Journal of Researches into the Natural History and Geology of the 

Countries Visited during the Voyage of H.M.S. Beagle Round the World (London, 

1845), p. 168. 
36 Darwin, Journal of Researches, p. 495. 
37 Darwin’s admission of aesthetic enjoyment and his Lyellian rationalization 

differentiate his response to the Patagonian plain from Humboldt’s analogous account 

of the Venezuelan Llanos, the ‘depressing… monotony’ of which disables the Kantian 

sublime that should attend ‘the aspect of a boundless horizon’: Personal Narrative, 

Vol. 3, pp. 99-100.  
38 Darwin, Journal of Researches, p. 171. 
39 Darwin, Journal and Remarks, pp. 385-6. Compare Charles Lyell, Principles of 

Geology, ed. James A. Secord (London, 1997), p. 105: ‘When earthy matter has once 

been intermixed with running water, a new mechanical power is obtained by the 

attrition of sand and pebbles, borne along with violence by a stream…’ 
40 Lyell, ibid., pp. 178-179.  See also Lyell’s reflection on the relation between 

geological and human historical scales in the case of Chilean earthquakes, p. 30. 
41 Compare Lyell in Principles of Geology, p. 373: ‘If the new period of disturbance 

were first to commence by some great earthquake in the dead of the night, how terrific 

would be the carnage! England would at once be bankrupt; all papers, records, and 

accounts would from that moment be lost. Government being unable to collect the 

taxes, and failing to maintain its authority, the hand of violence and rapine would go 

uncontrolled. In every large town famine would be proclaimed, pestilence and death 

following in its train.’ The same ‘ruins of empire’ fantasy is cited by Burke as an 

instance of the perverse enjoyment of the sublime: ‘This noble capital, the pride of 

England and of Europe, I believe no man is so strangely wicked as to desire to see 

destroyed by a conflagration or an earthquake, though he should be removed himself 

to the greatest distance from the danger. But suppose such a fatal accident to have 

happened, what numbers from all parts would crowd to behold the ruins, and amongst 

them many who would have been content never to have seen London in its glory!’  

A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful,  

ed. Adam Phillips (Oxford, 1990), p. 44. 
42 Darwin, Journal of Researches, p. 176. 
43 Patrick Brantlinger, Dark Vanishings: Discourse on the Extinction of Primitive 

Races, 1800-1930 (Ithaca, NY, 2003), pp. 164-70 (p. 164). 
44 Cannon Schmitt, ‘Darwin’s Savage Mnemonics’, Representations 88 (2004), 55-80 

(p. 60). 
45 Darwin’s Fuegian encounter has been the topic of much recent discussion. In what 

follows, I condense and sharpen an argument made earlier in Ian Duncan, ‘Darwin 

and the Savages’, Yale Journal of Criticism 4 (1991), 13-45. See also Michael 

Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses (London, 1993), pp. 

73-96; Gillian Beer, Open Fields: Science in Cultural Encounter (Oxford, 1996), pp. 

64-70; and Schmitt, ‘Darwin’s Savage Mnemonics’. 

 



 

 

 
46 For a different view of the case compare Schmitt’s argument that the savage 

represents a residue of the authentically human in Darwin’s thought: ‘Darwin’s 

Savage Mnemonics’, 60-67. 
47 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, ed. Gillian Beer (Oxford, 2008), p. 360.  
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