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Synopsis 

Darwin did not burst, perfectly formed, from the brow of some goddess. Indeed, if we 

are to believe Stephen Baxter, Darwin was well into adulthood before he could see 

clearly. In Revolutions in the Earth (2003) Baxter wrote: ‘In the nineteenth century 

even Charles Darwin would graduate from Cambridge University believing that the 

world was six thousand years old, give or take.’ Can we believe this? And if we do, 

how could Darwin have come through two years of the Edinburgh system of his time 

- still ‘a hotbed of genius’ - untouched by the currents of thought around him? The 

concept of ‘deep time’ was necessary for evolution and natural selection to work; 

when did Darwin acquire it? And why did he feel it necessary to conceal its 

acceptance? Walter Stephen examines the conflicting evidence from Darwin’s  

student days, and from the Beagle voyage, to reveal a complicated mixture of 

diffidence, ambiguity and reluctance to offend. 

In the second half of the paper Walter Stephen considers the case study of 

Patrick Geddes, a young man from a very modest background in a small provincial 

city, with the sketchiest of qualifications, who was able to break into the upper 

echelons of the scientific society of the later nineteenth century, aided in part by 

Darwin. Geddes later had a role in the dissemination and interpretation of Darwin’s 

ideas and Stephen shows how the interpretation became more subtle with the passage 

of time. 
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Notes 

 
1
 Wernerians were ‘Neptunists’, believing that all rocks were laid down under water. Jameson 

was clearly a Wernerian and on Salisbury Crags was taking a sly dig at the late James Hutton, 

author of The Theory of the Earth, as we have seen, and a Plutonist. 
2
 Yet we, with the smugness of hindsight, know that the Andes are, in world terms, really 

rather young mountains; having developed only over the last 50 million years! 
3
 See McKirdy, Gordon and Crofts, Land of Mountain and Flood: The Geology and 

Landforms of Scotland, 2007. 
4
 Figure 7 shows the cover of A Most Unsettling Person: An Introduction to the Ideas and Life 

of Patrick Geddes, by Paddy Kitchen, reproduced by kind permission of the publisher, Victor 

Gollancz, an imprint of the Orion Publishing Group. While I (and they) have been unable to 

trace the source of the portrait, it very much looks as if Geddes had been dabbling in some of 

the ideas Darwin was concerned with in Expression of the Emotions. 
5
 One of the spin-offs for Edinburgh from the Enlightenment was the establishment of a 

serious publishing industry. The first edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica was completed 

in 1771 and expanded through various editions and owners until the ninth - ‘Scholar’s’ - 

edition of 1875-89, the last to be produced in Scotland, with 1,100 contributors. William and 

Robert Chambers began Chambers Encyclopaedia in 1859. Aimed at a more popular market, 

it appeared in 520 weekly parts at 11/2d each and had over 100 distinguished contributors. 
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