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The Monkey in the Room

Origins of apes?
Darwin said nothing about apes in the 
Origin.

One sentence about human evolution 
(“light will be thrown on the origin of man 
and his history”).

“Monkey” appeared just three times (with 
no hint of any connection to humans). 

“Ape” didn’t appear at all (nor did the 
names of any of the species of great ape). 



The Monkey in the Room

Scientific celebrity
Victorian industrialisation of 
communications produced 
real mass media.







The Monkey in the Room

Vestiges of controversy
1844: The Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation, 
creates a sensation, becoming 
Britain’s best selling book on 
evolution.



The Monkey in the Room

Reading the Origin
Earlier books – from the Bible to the 
Vestiges – determined how Darwin 
would be read.

But existing ideas about apes were even 
more important.



The Monkey in the Room

Reflecting on apes
“Western” cultures have 
mostly had a negative view 
of monkeys and apes.



The Monkey in the Room

Orang-outan
Jacob de Bondt (or Bontius), a Dutch 
physician and naturalist reported the 
belief that apes could speak but refused 
to so as to avoid work.

De Bondt was the first to use the Malay 
name in print and explained that 
“Ourang Outang, quod hominem silvæ
significat” (‘which means man of the 
forest/woods’), 1658. 
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The Monkey in the Room

Tyson’s “Pygmie”
First accurate European description 
of a great ape: Edward Tyson, 
Orang-outang, sive homo sylvestris, 
or, The anatomy of a pygmie 
compared with that of a monkey, an 
ape, and a man (1699). 
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The Monkey in the Room

Stephen Jay Gould
(1941–2002)
Harvard-based historian and 
paleontologist.

Essay “To show an ape” about 
Tyson.



The Monkey in the Room

The Great Chain of Being
Ancient idea that shaped Tyson’s 
interpretation:

“Our Pygmie is no man, nor yet the 
common ape; but a sort of animal 
between both”.

“Our Pygmie has many advantages above 
the rest of its species, yet I still think it 
but a sort of ape and a mere brute”.

“as the proverb has it, an ape is an ape, 
‘tho finely clad”.



The Monkey in the Room

Wicked apes?
Another Dutchman, Willem Bosman 
mentioned West African apes in his New 
and Accurate Description of the Coast of 
Guinea (English, 1705; originally 
Naauwkeurige Beschryving van de 
Guinese- Goud-Tand- en Slavekust, 1702).



The Monkey in the Room

Wicked apes?



Gorillas in our Midst



Gorillas in our midst

Richard Owen 
(1804–1892). Worked at the Royal College of 
Surgeons’ Hunterian Museum (1827–1856). 
Then superintendent of the natural history 
departments at the British Museum (1856–
1881).
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Gorillas in our midst

Richard Owen 
Built a powerful patronage network among 
Britain’s Anglican establishment.

Became Britain’s leading comparative 
anatomist. Particular expertise in 
ape/monkey anatomy.

Used his expertise to argue against 
“transformism” (evolution).



Gorillas in our midst

Jean Baptiste Pierre Antoine de 
Monet, Chevalier de Lamarck
(1744–1829)

Worked at the Museum d’Histoire
Naturelle, Paris.



Gorillas in our midst

Lamarck
Species had not all been created at the 
same time, but changed and developed.

He called his theory transformiste
(‘transformist’). 



Gorillas in our midst

Richard Owen 
In 1855, Owen concluded one of his papers 
by asserting that nine-tenths of the 
differences which distinguished:

“the great chimpanzee [the gorilla] from 
the human species, must stand in 
contravention of the hypothesis of 
transmutation and progressive 
development”.



Gorillas in our midst

Richard Owen 
One early paper (1853) concluded 
that even the “Hottentots [i.e. the 
Khoikhoi, or Khoisan, people of 
Southern Africa] and Papuans of 
Australia” who he argued “have 
the smallest cranial capacity 
among the human races” still had 
double the brain of a gorilla.

Size was not the only difference: 
human brains had unique features, 
such as the “hippocampus minor” 
that no ape possessed.



Gorillas in our midst

Richard Owen 
On the classification and geographical 
distribution of the Mammalia… to which is added 
an appendix ‘On The Gorilla’ (1859).

Owen concluded that the unique human posture, 
hand and brain were the means by “man”:

“fulfils his destiny as the master of this earth, 
and of the lower Creation. Such are the 
dominating powers with which we, and we 
alone, are gifted! I say gifted, for the surpassing 
organisation was no work of ours. It is He that 
hath made us; not we ourselves”.



Gorillas in our midst

Thomas Henry Huxley
(1825–1895). Attacked Owen’s arguments 
about apes.

Promoted his hippocampus views in the 
newly founded Natural History Review.

Owen stuck to older, more conventional 
journals, in an effort to keep the debate 
within acknowledged scientific circles. 



Punch May 1861



Gorillas in our midst

Monkeyana

Then HUXLEY and OWEN,
With rivalry glowing,
With pen and ink rush to the scratch;
’Tis Brain versus Brain,
Till one of them’s slain,

By JOVE! it will be a good match!



Gorillas in our midst

Monkeyana

Says Owen, you can see
The brain of Chimpanzee
Is always exceedingly small,
With the hindermost “horn”
Of extremity shorn,
And no “Hippocampus” at all.



Gorillas in our midst

Monkeyana

Pre-Darwinian evolutionary context was 
evident:

“The Vestiges taught,
That all came from naught,
By “development,”
so called, “progressive;”. 



Gorillas in our midst

Monkeyana

Among the differences between 
humans and apes was that:

“They can't stand upright,
Unless to show fight,
With ‘Du Chaillu,’
that chivalrous knight!”.



Made in the ape’s image?



In the ape’s image

Paul Belloni du Chaillu
(1831??–1903)

French-American traveller and author.

1855: Academy of Natural Sciences, 
Philadelphia, sent him on an expedition 
to west Africa.

1856–1859: Explored the Ogooué and 
Gabon Rivers.

1861: Explorations and Adventures in 
Equatorial Africa.
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In the ape’s image

Popular science
Du Chaillu 
lecturing to young 
people in Boston 
(Harper's Weekly,
6th March 1869).



In the ape’s image

The Gorilla Sensation
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The consolations of evolution?



Consolations

The Water Babies (1863)
Owen and Huxley’s debate was 
satirised by the popular novelist, 
Charles Kingsley, in his children’s 
book The Water Babies.



Consolations

The Water Babies (1863)
The narrator asserted that, if 
water babies really existed, one 
would have been caught, put in 
spirits, and perhaps “cut in 
half…and sent one to Professor 
Owen and one to Professor 
Huxley, to see what they would 
each say about it”. .



Consolations

The Water Babies (1863)
Professor Ptthmllnsprts (‘Put them all in spirits’), the 
learned professor (a caricature of Huxley) had argued 
that apes humans have “hippopotamus majors” in their 
brains, “just as men have”:

“Which was a shocking thing to say; for, if it were so, 
what would become of the faith, hope, and charity of 
immortal millions? You may think that there are 
other more important differences between you and 
an ape, such as being able to speak, and make 
machines, and know right from wrong, and say your 
prayers…



Consolations

The Water Babies (1863)
“… but that is a child’s fancy, my dear. Nothing is to 
be depended on but the great hippopotamus test. If 
you have a hippopotamus major in your brain, you 
are no ape…”.



Consolations

The Water Babies (1863)
Evolutionary fairy tale: Tom, a poor, 
chimney sweep, evolves from a dirty 
pagan into a good Christian.

Kingsley interpreted evolution as a 
law of inevitable progress, from lower 
to ever-higher spiritual and moral 
states.



Consolations

Kingsley and the Origin
Darwin sent Kingsley an advance 
copy.

Kingsley thanked Darwin, and 
commented that he had “gradually 
learnt to see that it is just as noble a 
conception of Deity, to believe that he 
created primal forms capable of self 
development into all forms…as to 
believe that He required a fresh act of 
intervention to supply the lacunas 
which he himself had made”. 



The Monkey in the Room

The Origin of Species
Darwin quoted Kingsley’s words in the 
introduction to the second edition.

And made a small change to the book’s 
conclusion:







Consolations

The consolations of 
evolution?
“When we reflect on this struggle, 
we may console ourselves with the 
full belief, that the war of nature is 
not incessant, that no fear is felt, 
that death is generally prompt, and 
that the vigorous, the healthy, and 
the happy survive and multiply”.



Consolations

Charles and Emma
1842: their third child, Mary, 
died just a few weeks after 
her birth.

1851: Annie died, just ten 
years old.

Their last child, Charles 
Waring, lived for less than 
two years.



Consolations

“Have been, and are being, 
evolved…”
One the first reviews of the Origin
appeared just days after the book itself.

The reviewer commented that “an 
unbroken, sure, though slow, living 
progress towards animal perfection is a 
delightful vision; natural and gradual 
optimism is a welcome fancy. What need of 
distinct creation?

If a monkey has become a man—what may 
not a man become”.


