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Imagine, for a moment, an evolutionary biologist hiding in the shrubbery outside Jane Austen's country house and taking notes during the matchmaking. That's one way of looking at the second novel by Winnipeg's Joan Thomas, author of the Commonwealth First Book prize for her 2008 debut, Reading by Lightning. Thomas's new novel, Curiosity, is a precise reconstruction of the social and intellectual world of early 19th-century England, which provides both a fascinating view of the early origins of the theory of evolution and a new way of looking at the Regency-era social novel.

Curiosity is based on the real-life story of Mary Anning, a lower-class woman of first-class intelligence whose discoveries in the fossil cliffs around the Dorsetshire town of Lyme Regis helped lay the groundwork for Charles Darwin a generation later. But it's more than just a story of unrecognized genius. Lyme Regis is also the setting of Austen's novel Persuasion. That coincidence inspires Thomas to train her field glasses on the social rituals and class structure that are at the heart of Austen's work.

Evolution and Regency courtship aren't such an odd couple. The obsession in Austen novels with inheritance and income is just another form of competitive breeding, which is the engine of natural selection. And those military uniforms and expensive silk fabrics aren't so different from the red patches on a baboon's derriere that signal his amorous intent.

Thomas has obviously done a great deal of research into the intellectual and social climate of the period, much as did with Reading By Lightning, set largely in pre-Second World War England and the Canadian Prairies. Her research here gives the characters depth without intruding on the story and provides Mary with a delightfully distinctive voice, as when she berates a rich man's lackey: "Tell Colonel Birch that I refuse to deal with a thin-faced nesseltripe."

One of Curiosity's intertwined narratives shows Mary's evolution from earning spare change by selling fossil "curiosities" found on the beach to discovering entirely new species and shaking the biblical account of creation to its core. The other narrative focuses on plantation heir Henry de la Beche, who is divided between his growing scientific ambitions, fondness for the fossil-hunter and a need to marry well.

Curiosity is subtitled A Love Story but it might better be A Tragedy. As in all great tragedy, there is an inevitability in this story, as the characters attempt to defy powerful social and economic forces. Mary, in particular, calls to mind Thomas Hardy's Jude the Obscure, as a lower-class thinker whose poverty, sex and religious upbringing as a Dissenter deny her a place in the world of ideas.

Around Mary, more powerful but less profound men use her discoveries to enhance their scientific careers or to find proof of the biblical account of the Flood. It's no fluke that the Oxford scientists in Curiosity who resist the fossil evidence for change in the animal kingdom are equally resistant to change within the class system.  They don't want to consider that "lower" species can evolve into "higher" ones, and they can't accept that a lower-class woman can beat them at their own game.

The great irony of the novel is that while we cheer for Mary and evolution, we know it's a bittersweet victory. The story takes place at a time when the slave trade has been outlawed in the British Empire, but slavery itself is still practised at Henry's family's plantation and elsewhere. The dawning awareness of a perpetual struggle for survival is already being used to justify continued oppression of "inferior" races, just as the new idea of a "great chain of being" suggests a hierarchy of mankind, with the Englishman at the top and the Hottentot just a notch above the monkey. Thomas shows how belief in master races and the inbred criminality of the pauper classes was quite compatible with the embryonic theory of evolution. Henry, who is forced to confront the evil of slavery, even as he lives off it, fears that Mary's discoveries will help to fuel "a pseudo-science that issues from the foul imagination of man."

The 150th anniversary of the publication of On the Origin of Species has prompted a flood of musing over evolution, including the film Creation, which in part told the story of Darwin's struggle with the idea of a world deprived of divine magic. Thomas shows us the pain caused by that realization, when Henry tells Mary: "I don't know how to look at it.... I see God withdrawn from it all." But Mary gives us the answer that should be clear to anybody who looks at the natural world with eyes and mind open: "Well, it is no less the miracle for that."

And perhaps the same could be said for a beautifully wrought, but non-divinely inspired, work of literary art.

Bob Armstrong is a Winnipeg playwright.
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