
Darwin
Two hundred years after his birth and 150 years after the publication of ‘On 
the Origin of Species’, Charles Darwin and his theories are still the focus of 
worldwide attention. This series offers not only works by Darwin, but also 
the writings of his mentors in Cambridge and elsewhere, and a survey of the 
impassioned scientific, philosophical and theological debates sparked by his 
‘dangerous idea’. 

A Preliminary Discourse on the 
Study of Natural History

William Swainson FRS, was recognised principally as a zoologist, an 
ornithologist and a skilled and prolific illustrator. He also had a tremendous 
enthusiasm for seeking and identifying new species. In this 1834 volume 
however, Swainson addressed the nature of, foundations for and successful 
pursuit of zoology. It argues firmly for the key importance of taxonomy. 
Swainson was an ardent advocate of MacLeay’s now entirely outmoded 
‘quinary’ system of classification – even then a distinctly minority view. 
This sought affinities, patterns and analogies among organisms, in order to 
discern God’s order. More than a mere curiosity, such work was of pivotal 
concern to enterprising naturalists of the 1820s and 1830s – including 
the young Charles Darwin. It also reached Robert Chambers, whose 1844 
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation was an important landmark in 
the development of the theory of evolution. ‘We are indebted for what we 
know of these beautiful analogies to three naturalists – Macleay, Vigors, and 
Swainson, whose labours tempt us to dismiss in a great measure the artificial 
classifications hitherto used, and make an entirely new conspectus of the 
animal kingdom, not to speak of the corresponding reform which will be 
required in our systems of botany also.’ – Robert Chambers, Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation (1844), p. 238
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Cambridge University Press has long been a pioneer in the reissuing of 
out-of-print titles from its own backlist, producing digital reprints of 
books that are still sought after by scholars and students but could not be 
reprinted economically using traditional technology. The Cambridge Library 
Collection extends this activity to a wider range of books which are still of 
importance to researchers and professionals, either for the source material 
they contain, or as landmarks in the history of their academic discipline.

Drawing from the world-renowned collections in the Cambridge 
University Library, and guided by the advice of experts in each subject area, 
Cambridge University Press is using state-of-the-art scanning machines 
in its own Printing House to capture the content of each book selected for 
inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear, crisp image, 
and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the Press 
is recognised around the world. The latest print-on-demand technology 
ensures that the books will remain available indefinitely, and that orders for 
single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection will bring back to life books of enduring 
scholarly value (including out-of-copyright works originally issued by other 
publishers) across a wide range of disciplines in the humanities and social 
sciences and in science and technology. 
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