
Reframing Darwin: evolution and art in Australia

During the last century art and science became separate fields of inquiry, however 
the new millennium is witnessing a return to ways of thinking that originated  
during the Renaissance, as once more we come to realise that these two fields are 
inextricably entwined. So thought Charles Darwin, whose famous observation in  
On the origin of species that nature is itself an ‘entangled bank’, has become the 
leitmotif for Reframing Darwin: evolution and art in Australia.

Darwin arrived in Australia on 12 January 1836 aboard HMS Beagle and, as this 
exhibition reveals, in many ways he has never left. His influence has shaped 
Australian science, the humanities and arts throughout the course of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. From the arrangement of plant and animal species into 
taxonomic systems, to the study of human and animal behavior, to the emergence  
of natural history illustration, and the vigorous debates around creation and 
evolution, Darwin’s impact in Australia has been profound. His stature as a thinker  
in the twenty-first century is indeed growing and his ideas are being revisited  
as integral to the study of science, technology and art. The human genome project, 
conservation of endangered species, and the role of the emotions in humans  
and animals, are concerns at the forefront of national and international research, 
and all emanate from and vindicate this extraordinary thinker. These are themes 
taken up by the work of artists here displayed; work which spans colonial Australia  
to the present.

Darwin’s cabin on the Beagle, complete with his shipboard library, is vividly recreated 
in Reframing Darwin: evolution and the Baillieu currently on exhibition on the third 
floor of the Baillieu Library. This display includes many of the same editions as those 
that went to sea with him on HMS Beagle. A large display of first editions of 
Darwin’s major works and those of his contemporaries such as Thomas Huxley, 
Joseph Hooker and Alfred Russel Wallace, as well as engravings of botanical and 
zoological specimens by artists from a range of voyages, are also on display.
Professor Jeanette Hoorn, guest curator 
Amelia Scurry, assistant curator
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