Charles Darwin on the Origin of Species: The Illustrated Edition, edited by David Quammen (Sterling Publishing, New York, London, 2008), xii+544pp. [price?] 
2009 is of course the bicentenary of the birth of Charles Darwin and it is 150 years since the appearance of his epoch-making Origin of Species. To mark the occasion Sterling have produced a sumptuous illustrated edition of the Origin, edited by David Quammen, author of The Reluctant Mr. Darwin. The text is the first edition of November 1859, chosen because it was “the freshest, the most dramatic and daring and consequential, of all the versions that came from Darwin’s pen” (p.x). Maybe. The choice seems sensible, anyway, because later editions are readily available to scholars. They contain important revisions and additions but the logistical problems of incorporating them into this version would have been difficult and the whole thing would have become unwieldy. Quammen’s introduction and comments on the illustrations seem aimed at a general audience, often slangy and wryly witty (and occasionally problematical). But is this the audience that will buy this expensive production? 
The illustrations are brilliant, beautifully reproduced and telling as contextual aids in understanding Darwin’s achievement. Quammen is associated with National Geographic and it shows. He and his researchers have ransacked libraries and collections for their sources. The Thomas Cooper Library of the University of South Carolina was a major contributor but there are materials from the Darwin Heirlooms Trust, the Whipple Museum of the History of Science at Cambridge, the American Museum of Natural History, Down House, the Gray Herbarium at Harvard, the Bridgman Art Library, the Wellcome Library in London, the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, Oxford Science Archive, and the National Maritime Museum in London as well as the Image Works and Mary Evans Picture Library. 
The pictures are cleverly chosen to reinforce the text but Quammen avoids being too simple or literal. He rightly stresses the central significance of the voyage of the Beagle and we find illustrations from the voyage (including Conrad Martens’s superb watercolour of Murray Narrow) popping up throughout the book, while useful extracts from Darwin’s journal and his Zoology of the Voyage of the Beagle are interspersed throughout the text, as are also extracts from his Autobiography and other works. These are “literary side dishes and visual condiments to the main course” (p. xi). Not only are there portraits, sketches and photographs of relevant figures, from Darwin’s grandfather Erasmus to T. H. Huxley and Henry Drummond, there are stunning lithographs by the ornithologist Elizabeth Gould and much else in this genre, with state of the art present day camera work (including satellite) on plants and creatures, many unknown to Darwin but adding perspective to his views. (He would not have been surprised at this, given his emphasis on the rise of new types and constant extinction of others). The book succeeds in its aim of offering glimpses into the “settings, institutions and locales” that were important in Darwin’s life and the people “who were close to him personally and scientifically” (p.xi). These include Linnaeus, de Candolle, members of the Lunar Society of Birmingham (I’m glad it got a spot as the Lunar Society was very significant), Henslow, Haeckel, Lyell, Cuvier, Lamarck (Quammen is misleadingly harsh about Lamarck, who has been considerably rehabilitated lately), Wallace (treated fairly), Hooker, Asa Gray, Agassiz, and Owen. All of the important Darwin likenesses are there, including the sometimes vicious cartoons. The latter offer a tantalizingly brief insight into the complex reception given to Darwin’s ideas. The Vanity Fair cartoon of 1871 has a seated Darwin giving a cheeky smirk (not a “leer”) that says “I’ve set the cat among the pigeons. Now let’s see your reaction”. This contrasts with the stereotype of him as a pathologically timid man – he was multi-layered.  
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