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“This engaging and very accessible book is the most comprehensive, insightful
and well-balanced account of the development of Wallace’s early evolutionary
thinking ever written. Everyone with an interest in the history of evolutionary
biology should read it. Although it does much to raise Wallace’s profile, it does
nothing to diminish Darwin’s reputation or achievements.”
—George Beccaloni, Curator of Orthopteroid Insects and Director of the
A. R. Wallace Correspondence Project, Natural History Museum, London
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Charles Darwin is often credited with discovering evolution through
natural selection, but the idea was not his alone. The naturalist Alfred
Russel Wallace, working independently, saw the same process at
work in the natural world and elaborated much the same theory. Their
important scientific contributions made both men famous in their
lifetimes, but Wallace slipped into obscurity after his death, while
Darwin’s renown grew. Dispelling the misperceptions that continue
to paint Wallace as a secondary figure, James Costa reveals the two
naturalists as true equals in advancing one of the greatest scientific
discoveries of all time.
Analyzing Wallace’s “Species Notebook,” Costa shows how Wallace’s
methods and thought processes paralleled Darwin’s, yet inspired insights uniquely his own. Kept during his Southeast Asian expeditions
of the 1850s, the notebook is a window into Wallace’s early evolutionary ideas. It records his evidence-gathering, critiques of antievolutionary arguments, and plans for a book on “transmutation.”
Most important, it demonstrates conclusively that natural selection
was not some idea Wallace stumbled upon, as is sometimes assumed,
but was the culmination of a decade-long quest to solve the mystery
of the origin of species.
Wallace, Darwin, and the Origin of Species also reexamines the pivotal
episode in 1858 when Wallace sent Darwin a manuscript announcing
his discovery of natural selection, prompting a joint public reading of
the two men’s papers on the subject. Costa’s analysis of the “Species
Notebook” shines a new light on these readings, further illuminating
the independent nature of Wallace’s discoveries.
James T. Costa is Executive Director of Highlands Biological Station and
Professor of Biology at Western Carolina University.
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