
ITHACA EXPLORES HUMAN ORIGINS 
A Three-Month Exploration of What It Means To Be Human 

November 23, 2016—February 28, 2017 
 

INCLUDING 
 

Exploring Human Origins: What Does It Mean To Be Human? an American 
Library Association/Smithsonian traveling exhibit for Libraries which will be 
on display at Tompkins County Public Library (TCPL) from November 23, to 
December 22, 2016.   
 
With the support of an Action Grant from the New York State Council of the 
Humanities TCPL is making available book club book kits containing 25 copies of 
“Charles and Emma: The Darwins’ Leap of Faith” by Deborah Heiligman for schools 
to engage their middle and high school students in discussions regarding  evolution, 
faith, life in Victorian times, science and the success of the Darwins’ marriage. 
 
This is one of the programs sponsored by TCPL while the Smithsonian exhibit is in 
Ithaca.  More information about there programs can be found at www.tcpl.org. 
 
A second exhibit “You are Here: Exploring Human Evolution” developed by the 
Paleontological Research Institution, Tompkins County Public Library, Cornell 
University, and Ithaca College, is being installed in the Avenue of the Friends during 
January and February.  TCPL and PRI are sponsoring additional  programs during 
this time including Darwin Days 2017 from February 12—18th.   
 
Ithaca Explores Human Origins is sponsored by Tompkins County Public Library and 
Paleontological Research Institution, both members of the Discovery Trail, and is 
made possibly with support from Tompkins County Tourism Program, Tompkins 
County Public Library Foundation, New York State Council for the Humanities, 
Cornell University, Derek and Leora Kaufman Charitable Fund.  The exhibit 
“Exploring Human Origins: What Does It Mean To Be Human is made possible by 
the American Library Association, Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, 
and the John Templeton Foundation. 



Exploring Human Origins Book Club Kit provided by Tompkins County Public Library 

Charles and Emma:  
The Darwin’s Leap of Faith  

by Deborah Heiligman 



Book Summary 

 

In his late twenties, Charles Darwin knew it was time to decide whether he would marry or 
not. Drawing a line down the middle of a piece of scrap paper, he made two headings: Marry 
and Not Marry. The Not Marry list included points like, “to have the expense & anxiety of 
children – perhaps quarrelling” and “Loss of time”, which was underlined twice. And my per-
sonal favorite, “Cannot read in the evenings – fatness and idleness – Anxiety & responsibility 
– less money for books &c if many children forced to gain one’s bread.” 

But the side of Marry also contained some important items, for example, “constant companion 
(& friend in old age) who will feel interested in one–” and “Home, & someone to take care of 
house — Charms of music & female chit-chat. –These things good for one’s health.” Though 
the two lists were similar in length, Charles felt that the arguments supporting marriage out-
weighed those for staying single. So it was decided; he would marry. 

Charles married his first cousin, Emma Wedgwood, in 1839 and together they had 10 children. 
The decision to marry Emma proved to be monumental both personally and professionally for 
Charles. He was lucky enough to find in her the love of his life, a woman who loved, support-
ed and genuinely cared for him for the rest of his life. She nursed him through literally years of 
illness, read all that he wrote and, although she did not agree with some of his theories, offered 
insight and suggestions for improving his writing. Charles was always interested in Emma’s 
reaction to his writing as she was a “representative of the religious world he was up against” 
and she always gave him her honest opinion. 

Emma was a woman of faith who believed strongly in God, the teachings of Jesus Christ and 
an afterlife. Charles had been open with her before their engagement, telling her of his reli-
gious doubts and his theory of natural selection, which denounced the Biblical account of crea-
tion. Even though they disagreed in this area, they decided that they would take a leap of faith 
and start a life together. Their marriage was not only one of man and woman, but also of sci-
ence and religion. Charles and Emma takes the reader along for the journey as the Darwins 
build a life, a family and a groundbreaking scientific theory. 



Author Bio 

Deborah Heiligman is the author of Charles and Emma: The Darwins' Leap of Faith, a 
National Book Award finalist and winner of the YALSA Award for Excellence in Nonfiction 
for Young Adults. She has written more than twenty books for children, most of them 
nonfiction. She graduated from Brown University, and started her writing career working for 
Scholastic News Explorer, the classroom magazine. She loved this job, but left when she had 
children and wanted to be home with them, and then she started writing her books. She is 
married to Jonathan Weiner, who won a Pulitzer Prize in 1994 for The Beak of the Finch.  



Selected Book Reviews 

 

"Beginning with Darwin’s notorious chart listing reasons to wed and not to wed, Heiligman 
has created a unique, flowing, and meticulously researched picture of the controversial 
scientist and the effect of his marriage on his life and work. Using the couple’s letters, diaries, 
and notebooks as well as documents and memoirs of their relatives, friends, and critics, the 
author lets her subjects speak for themselves while rounding out the story of their relationship 
with information about their time and place. She shows how Darwin’s love for his intelligent, 
steadfast, and deeply religious cousin was an important factor in his scientific work-pushing 
him to document his theory of natural selection for decades before publishing it with great 
trepidation. Just as the pair embodied a marriage of science and religion, this book weaves 
together the chronicle of the development of a major scientific theory with a story of true love. 
Published for young adults, this title will be equally interesting to adults drawn to revisit 
Darwin on his 200th birthday."—School Library Journal (starred review)  

 

"When the book opens, Charles Darwin is trying to make a decision, and he is doing so in time
-honored fashion: drawing a line down a piece of paper and putting the pros of marriage on 
one side and the cons on the other. As much as Darwin is interested in wedded life, he is afraid 
that family life will take him away from the revolutionary work he is doing on the evolution of 
species. However, the pluses triumph, and he finds the perfect mate in his first-cousin Emma, 
who becomes his comforter, editor, mother of his 10 children-and sparring partner. Although 
highly congenial, Charles and Emma were on opposite sides when it came to the role of God 
in creation. Heiligman uses the Darwin family letters and papers to craft a full-bodied look at 
the personal influences that shaped Charles’ life as he worked mightily to shape his theories. 
This intersection between religion and science is where the book shines, but it is also an 
excellent portrait of what life was like during the Victorian era, a time when illness and death 
were ever present, and, in a way, a real-time example of the survival of the fittest. 
Occasionally hard to follow, in part because of the many characters (the family tree helps), this 
is well sourced and mostly fascinating, and may attract a wider audience than those interested 
in science. Austen fans will find a romance to like here, too. To be illustrated with 
photographs."—Booklist (starred review)  

 

"This rich, insightful portrait of Charles and Emma Darwin’s marriage explores a dimension 
of the naturalist’s life that has heretofore been largely ignored… The narrative conveys a vivid 
sense of what life was like in Victorian England… readers…will discover two brilliant 
thinkers whose marital dialectic will provide rich fodder for discussions of science and 
faith."—Kirkus  



Pre-reading Activity  

  

What do you know about Charles Darwin? Make a short list. As you read Charles 
and Emma, think about how what you’re learning compares to what you already 
knew. 

Discussion Questions 

 

1. What does it say about Charles’s character that he made a pro/con list to decide 
whether he should get married or not? 

2. What effect do you think Dr. Darwin allowing his children freedom of thought 
regarding religion had on Charles’s professional life? 

3. Do you agree with Dr. Darwins’ marital advice to his son? 

4. Explain the quote on page 46 “education and environment produce only small 
effect on the mind of anyone...most of our qualities are innate.” Does this sound 
like any popular scientific theory you know of? 

5. What does Charles mean when he uses the term “materialism”? (Chapter 7) 

6. Why did the author include the information about slavery and Charles’s 
position and thoughts upon the subject? (see page 72) 

7. Could Charles’s theory of evolution have upset the church in ways other than 
upsetting the belief in creationism? (see pages 74 ff.) 

8. At the bottom of page 120 Charles believes that revealing his theory on the 
mutability of species will be like murdering God. Is there a way to reconcile 
believing in God and accepting a theory such as evolution? 

9. Why did Emma help to edit Charles’s sketch of his species theory? (see page 
123) 

10.What do you think of Emma’s morality story on page 165? 

11.Why do you think that the first book on the ability of species to change 



(Vestiges of Natural History of Creation) received more attention than Charles’s 
book? 

12.Why do you think Charles chose to put God in the second edition of his book? 
What effect did it have on the work? (Chapter 27) 

13.How do you feel about Charles being buried in a church? Do you agree with 
Emma that he would have accepted the offer to be buried in Westminster 
Abbey? 

14.In the Epilogue Gwen, Charles’s granddaughter states “Of course we always 
felt embarrassed if our grandfather were mentioned, just as we did if God were 
spoken of.” She describes Charles’s study as “faintly holy and sinister, like a 
church.” She goes further on to say “At Down, there are more things to worship 
than anywhere else in the world.” How are these statements ironic? 

 



Additional resources can be found on the author’s website including: 

 

The detailed timeline she created (including photographs): 

http://deborahheiligman.com/books/charles-and-emma/timeline/ 

 

The research she performed and how she did it: 

http://deborahheiligman.com/books/charles-and-emma/research/ 


