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When the young Charles Darwin landed on the shores of Tierra del
Fuego in 1832, he was overwhelmed: nothing had prepared him for
the sight of what he called “an untamed savage.” The shock he felt,
repeatedly recalled in later years, definitively shaped his theory of
evolution. In this original and wide-ranging study, Cannon Schmitt
shows how Darwin and other Victorian naturalists transformed
such encounters with South America and its indigenous peoples into
influential accounts of biological and historical change. Redefining
what it means to be human, they argue that the modern self must
be understood in relation to a variety of pasts — personal, histori-
cal, and ancestral — conceived of as savage. Schmitt reshapes our
understanding of Victorian imperialism, revisits the implications of
Darwinian theory, and demonstrates the pertinence of nineteenth-
century biological thought to current theorizations of memory.
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for inter-
disciplinary studies. Since the turn of the twentieth century, scholars and critics
have tracked the intersections and tensions between Victorian literature and the
visual arts, politics, social organization, economic life, technical innovations,
scientific thought — in short, culture in its broadest sense. In recent years, theo-
retical challenges and historiographical shifts have unsettled the assumptions of
previous scholarly synthesis and called into question the terms of older debates.
Whereas the tendency in much past literary critical interpretation was to use the
metaphor of culture as “background,” feminist, Foucauldian, and other analy-
ses have employed more dynamic models that raise questions of power and of
circulation. Such developments have reanimated the field. This series aims to
accommodate and promote the most interesting work being undertaken on the
frontiers of the field of nineteenth-century literary studies: work which inter-
sects fruitfully with other fields of study such as history, or literary theory, or
the history of science. Comparative as well as interdisciplinary approaches are
welcomed.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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“Prof. Darwin,” Figaro’s London Sketch Book of Celebrities,
February 18, 1874. Color lithograph by Faustin Betbeder. Courtesy
the Wellcome Library, London.
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