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“Vivid, musical, sensuous and strong” 
-Adam Thorpe 

 
"A mad, compressed biography, in a luminous, fertile poetry,  

of a once-in-centuries genius." 
-Luke Davies 

 
“A tidal imagination”  

-Matthew Hollis 
 

In Emily Ballou’s sensitive and beautifully imagined verse-portrait of Charles Darwin’s life she separates 
the man from the legend, bringing to light the textures of his work and dreams, the noise and touch of his 
family and his inner doubts and questions.  
 
It was on a bush track in the Blue Mountains, outside Sydney that Australia’s Emily Ballou first became entwined 
with Charles Darwin. 
 
“While taking a walk through the bush, along the creek that leads to Wentworth Falls I discovered a plaque 
fastened to a rock there: ‘Charles Darwin passed this way’. Twenty six year old Darwin took this bush walk in 
1836. I’ve taken it hundreds of times. When I finally noticed  the plaque I became fascinated by the idea of an 
evolution of influence; the idea of this young man from another time and place trampling through the hot, 
unfamiliar landscape that I know and love so well. The temperature was recorded as 43 degrees that day and yet 
he walked, determined to see the falls and the Jamison Valley that the painter Conrad Martens had told him about. 
This was a young Darwin, his observations on the Beagle allowing his ideas on the origins of the species to first 
gestate; a highly sensitive man who loved Paradise Lost and Wordsworth’s Preludes; keenly aware that 
geological forces of time were ‘truly poetical’, carrying a flower painter’s colour samples around with him so that 
he might better describe his own collections; a man in love with the mysteries of the world, who believed that 
science and poetry were, after all, but a series of philosophical riddles to solve”.  
 
From this shared kinship of place, began Ballou’s five year long journey with Charles Darwin. It took her to 
Down House in Kent and several times to Darwin’s archives in Cambridge. There she had the painstaking but 
delightful task of deciphering his handwriting with a magnifying glass, touching the notebooks he carried with 
him on the Beagle, and marvelling at the haiku and wit that could be plucked from his scrawled remarks. Ballou 
discovered his “special instinct for arresting an exception” as his son Francis put it; his dogged lifelong 
determination to pursue the truth, despite the cost to his health, and his intense feelings of devotion to those he 
loved. In 2007, Ballou went to County Monaghan in Ireland on a residency where she completed The Darwin 
Poems. The collection while loosely following Darwin’s life is a ‘portrait’ in verse of his inner and family life.  
 

 
Outside her book EMILY is happy to talk about  

THE HISTORY and LIFE of CHARLES DARWIN which she knows intimately. 
 
 

“I've been moved and fascinated by Emily Ballou’s achievement. These rich, wry poems bring us 
extraordinarily close to Darwin's life and mind...She encompasses so much in her long-breathed lines… 

I have thoroughly enjoyed reading them.”  
Dame Gillian Beer, author of Darwin’s Plots. 
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Select Darwin Information 
 

2009 marks the 200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin and the 
150th anniversary of his work, “The Origin of The Species”.  
 
In 1832, Charles Darwin, a twenty-two year old naturalist and beetle-collector 
was offered a place on board a ship called the Beagle. It would be a five-year 
voyage around the world that would change Darwin’s life, as his observations 
on the Beagle sparked his ideas on the origins of species, and with it, the 
evolution of human beings.  
 
In 1836 Darwin spent two months in Australia. He visited Sydney, travelled on 
horseback across the Blue Mountains to Bathurst, visited Hobart, and stopped 
in King George Sound in Western Australia. Darwin met with several of the 
leading figures of the Australian colonies, including members of the King and 
Macarthur families in Sydney, and Alfred Stephen and George Frankland in 
Hobart. 

 
Darwin also had a relatively dramatic personal life. He lost his mother at the age of eight. He watched his 
favourite daughter die and almost never spoke her name again. He survived years of illness and crippling 
stomach pains.  
 
Darwin also lived with the fear that the knowledge inside him could wreck his marriage and destroy all that 
society held dear. He closed the door on God and had to cope with twenty years of work nearly being 
eclipsed by a younger man.  
 
Emily Ballou Biography 
 

Poet, screenwriter and novelist Emily Ballou was born in the United States in 
1968 and moved to Australia in 1991. She is now an Australian Citizen. In 
1996, she was a recipient of the AFC’s New Screenwriters Scheme for her 
first feature screenplay, Sadie X-Ray. In 1997, she was awarded the Judith 
Wright Prize for Poetry for her poem, Enter. 
She worked with Gillian Armstrong adapting Helen Hodgman’s 
Waiting for Matindi for the screen, and wrote the short film Mittens, 
which was Fox Searchlight’s 2004 contender for the Academy Awards. 
Her first novel, Father Lands, set during the desegregation of the 

school system in the United States, was published in 2002 and is currently being adapted into a film. 
Random House published her first children’s picture book, One Blue Sock, and her second novel, 
Aphelion, was recently published by Picador. Emily was named one of The Sydney Morning 
Herald’s Best Young Novelists of 2003. The Darwin Poems is her first collection of poetry. She 
divides her time between Sydney and Glasgow. Visit www.emilyballou.com for more information.  
Emily Ballou will be at the Sydney Writers’ Festival in May.  
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