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BENJAMIN WATERHOUSE HAWKINS (1807-1894)

A modern Pygmalion

Valerie Bramwell

[The following account gives a brief summary of the life of Benjamin Waterhouse Hawkins.  For fuller details, including assessment of his art and contribution to science, including many hitherto unpublished illustrations, see the recent complete biography  All in the Bones by Valerie Bramwell and Robert M Peck,  Published by the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia (ANSP),  2008].

Benjamin Waterhouse Hawkins was aged forty-five when he was appointed Director of the Fossil Department by the Crystal Palace Company and he would come to regard the three years spent in undertaking detailed research and building the models of the extinct animals as the pinnacle of his career.    An examination of this period reveals much about the Victorian era in general and Hawkins’ personality in particular.   A consummate professional, Hawkins’ passion for education resonated with the Victorian thirst for information about the past and the world’s resources around them.   Those that have read Hawkins’ paper ‘On Visual Education as applied to Geology’ can not but marvel at, what Hawkins himself described as, the arduous work carried out in all weathers every day. A young friend of Hawkins, Frank Buckland
 described him as ‘the modern Pygmalion’.
 Pygmalion, according to Greek legend, was the King of Cyprus who fell in love with a statue he had created and the Goddess Aphrodite brought the statue to life for him.   It is presumed that Buckland’s description related to Hawkins’ absorption in ‘breathing life’ into these models of extinct animals.   It will become evident that Hawkins was a deeply passionate man and, as a disciple of Pestalozzi,
 he was fervently committed to ‘the active principle of teaching through the eye’.
  Hawkins was always at his most creative when he was able to combine several enterprises at once.   Alongside his meticulous research and the hard work of translating this into creating the world’s first life-sized dinosaur sculptures, which he described in his paper ‘On Visual Education as applied to Geology’ delivered to the Royal Society of Arts on 27th May 1854, he gave free rein to his innate sense of showmanship by holding  a New Year’s Eve Dinner Party in 1853 to out-do any other!   (Figure 1).    

As is well known, Hawkins symbolically placed the guest of honour at the New Year’s Eve celebration, Richard Owen,
 in the head, as the brains, of the Iguanodon mould
  (Figure 2) and he seated himself between John Gould,
 the artist ornithologist, and Joseph Prestwich,
 whom Hawkins described as one of his earliest pupils and constant friend, best remembered perhaps for Geology of Coalbrookdale published in 1836.   Owen and Prestwich were amongst those proposing Hawkins for election as a Fellow of the Geological Society on 8th March 1854.
   

Despite working hard on his research and reconstructions, Hawkins found time to attend soirees given by James Scott Bowerbank.
  A letter to the wife of Samuel Leigh Sotheby,
 after one of these soirées shows a wry sense of humour as well as eagerness to help develop her interests.









October 19th 1854


‘I am glad to hear that Mr Sotheby has returned though he has not slaughtered 


so many birds as he expected.   I doubt not that the change and excitement will be 


of ultimate benefit to his health though the reaction of the moment may appear


depressing.


I learned on Monday at Mr Bowerbank’s that Mrs Taylor is either gone to


Australia or is so near her departure as to be invisible.   This I ought to have


informed you of on Tuesday but my large family, my very large family, so


divides my attention that I am only in a position to apologise for the delay.


I met at Mr Bowerbank’s at his Monday evening soiree a very clever and 


experienced photographer 
 who would undertake to photograph professionally


any wall of rock or such like objects that I might require, consequently I was 


thinking of the chalk at Charlton offering a good opportunity for you to get a 


practical lesson in outdoor manipulation and expedients.   I must go to point out 


the exact spot to him.   Would it not be worth your taking the trouble to go too 


and see him operate ?   He offers to do it for me and give me two prints for one 


guinea now if you could get a practical hint at the same time I should think it a


bargain.’ 
 

The reference to his very large family and the division of his attention might well be seen as significant in the light of his family circumstances to which we will return later. (In reality, the size of Hawkins’ family was not very large by the standards of the time but his complex domestic arrangements, overlaying an intensely creative nature, almost certainly gave rise to unwanted tensions).

Hawkins would have been devastated by the termination of his contract in the summer of 1855, owing to financial difficulties facing the Crystal Palace Company, before his works were completed but he had two other qualities which would reveal themselves in this episode: never giving up without a fight,  and a creative and entrepreneurial capacity in the face of loss.   Both, of course, may have been driven by a fear of debt that was prevalent in the period.   A compassionate and generous man, through periods of feast or famine (and he would know both), Hawkins responded to a request for a donation at this time to assist the financial hardship of the widow of a professional acquaintance, Antoine Claude Gabriel Jobert
, the French Geologist, by sending the equivalent of £20 in today’s terms.   He apologised for the small sum, indicating that his personal circumstances did not allow him to contribute more but went on to offer to give a lecture in Manchester to a paying audience for the benefit of ‘this unfortunate lady’ at his own expense.

But what of Hawkins’ origins and the events that would shape a man, so much of his time ?

Benjamin Waterhouse Hawkins was born on 8th February 1807 in the respectable, if not fashionable, Bloomsbury in London.   On his father’s side he came from a long line of merchants  and on his mother’s side, he was descended from Spanish aristocracy with plantations in Jamaica.   He was to be his parents’ only surviving child and his father, Thomas, died when he was just 4.   Hawkins’ childhood was set in a post (Napoleonic) war Britain nostalgic for what was fast being lost alongside the gains wrought by the industrial revolution.   One manifestation, within a period of romanticism, was a fascination with the world of knights, castles and armoury, found in abundance in Hawkins early sketch books.   It is believed that, after his father’s death, his mother brought her son up as a Roman Catholic before he was baptised, aged 11, at the Anglican church of St George the Martyr, Queen Square, London.   It is not known when Hawkins’ mother died, but an uncorroborated handed-down family story that she was ‘lost’ at sea, the ‘family fortune being sunk with her’, suggests that she had returned to Jamaica.   What we do know is that all her brothers had been massacred by the ‘maroons’
and that until the Catholic Emancipation Act, in 1829, Catholics were discriminated against and, amongst other strictures, unable to inherit property.   For this reason many Roman Catholics had estates in Jamaica and elsewhere, or converted to the Anglican faith out of expediency.   Thus one may reasonably hypothesise that Hawkins was baptised into the Anglican faith before his mother returned to Jamaica to claim her inheritance.   A further family story is that when he was seventeen years’ old he went to Paris to complete his education and heard the great Cuvier
 give a lecture, something which was recounted as a life-changing event.

He married at nineteen and, as was customary at the time, had a number of children in quick succession.   Surviving sketch books are filled with drawings by a proud father of his wife and children as well as providing evidence of his abiding interest in natural history.   From 1832 Hawkins regularly exhibited paintings and, from 1847, sculptures.   He used the specimens at the recently established Zoological Gardens to further his studies and became reliant upon John Edward Gray
 for commissions for the lavishly illustrated, leather bound, folios which were still sold by subscription at this time.   Hawkins’ work for Illustrations of Indian Zoology established his reputation both as a scientific illustrator and a master of lithography.   (Figure 3).   This would be followed by the illustrations of fish (Figure 4) for Sir John Richardson’s Fauna Boreali-Americana
 which led directly to his being commissioned by Charles Darwin.   

Networking amongst professionals was as alive then, as now, and when Darwin was looking for someone to illustrate the fish and reptiles for his account of the Beagle expedition Hawkins was recommended by William Yarrell
, a well-respected zoologist. From an examination of these illustrations one can detect Hawkins’ primary concern in using art, as a draughtsman, for the purpose of illustrative description.   Hawkins moved easily between the world of art and science and in 1840 combined his skills in what would be the first of many publications: Popular Comparative Anatomy.   Here, and in subsequent publications, we see the development of what Peck has described as his ‘x-ray style’.
  (Figure 5).   It was clearly his detailed appreciation of skeletal structures from studies at the Royal College of Surgeons, where Richard Owen was Hunterian Professor of Comparative Anatomy, combined with his skills as a sculptor that would lead him to be the obvious choice for the work at Crystal Palace. 

But to return briefly to Hawkins’ personal life.   In 1836, with a very depressed and intensely religious wife and domestic demands perhaps weighing heavily on his creative nature, Hawkins met the beautiful Frances Louisa Keenan, known as Louisa, herself a portrait artist with some pedigree.
   In a period when divorce was practically impossible and only days after the death of his father in law and birth of a daughter, Hawkins bigamously married Louisa at St George’s, Hanover Square, describing himself as a bachelor.   They then travelled extensively in Europe over many months, clearly combining art study with a ‘honeymoon’.   (Figures 6 and 7 show their portrait sketches of each other.  The two sketches, from Paris in 1836, are on adjacent pages in one of Hawkins’ surviving sketch books and capture, as photographers subsequently would do, intimate moments of meaning only to the participants).  Hawkins would remain a significant and much loved father to his first wife’s five children, who believed Louisa to be his mistress.   For her part Louisa, and the two daughters that followed, remained remarkably unaware of his ‘first’ family for nearly forty years.

Hawkins’ work at Crystal Palace marked a life out for him whereby he increasingly saw himself more as naturalist than artist and an educationalist above all.  His various interests and personality would combine when, after being removed from his Crystal Palace work,  Hawkins embarked upon a successful career as a popular scientific lecturer.   A contemporary press account described him as the ‘beau idéal’ of a popular lecturer; confident in his subject, extraordinarily dexterous with a piece of chalk for purposes of illustration, and touches of humour that often drew rapturous applause.   In short, he was a charismatic man who enjoyed being centre stage.   Some idea of his magnetic attraction, which held the enthralled attention of his audience with his striking and penetrating gaze, may perhaps be glimpsed in the only known surviving picture of Hawkins’ in lecture mode.   (Figure 8).   He had a broad repertoire of lecture titles but a favourite topic for him was the ‘Age of Dragons’.   The central creature in this theme was the Pterodactyl, which he had used as the basis of his invitation card to the New Year’s Eve Dinner Party in 1853.   Hawkins regarded the Pterodactyl, which in his notices for lectures he also described as Flying Dragons, to be the basis of the medieval legend of St George and the Dragon.   (Figure 9).   A further fantasy pen and ink drawing of horse and rider grappling with a Pterodactyl (Figure 10) suggests that this creature served as a revival of his childhood memories and a bygone, romanticised age.  

The last working decade of Hawkins’ life was spent in America.   Armed with introductions from Sir Roderick Murchison
 and Lord Stanley,
 and assured by Thomas Henry Huxley
 of support from Edward Livingston Youmans, a populariser of of scientific education, Hawkins set sail for New York in March 1868.
   Youmans, describing Hawkins to his sister as ‘naturalist or mythologist, acclimatizologist and palaeontologist’ arranged for him to speak before the Lyceum of Natural History.    This was followed by a public lecture attended by three thousand people.   The report that followed in the New York Times articulated Hawkins views: the importance of ‘educating the masses’, ‘that nothing was more important than a knowledge of natural history and for want of that knowledge England had already destroyed her salmon and was rapidly destroying her oyster fisheries’; ‘the Darwinian theory of the development of the species could not be believed by any comparative anatomist and that the unity of design in nature showed the hand of God himself’.   Youmans then devoted himself to what he described as the ‘enterprise of launching Hawkins’ but despaired when Hawkins stepped onto, what Youmans described as, ‘one of our villainous pavements’, and got such a savage sprain of the ankle that the lecture tour was delayed by a week, causing Youmans to worry that he might miss the ‘main chance’. 

On the back of the popularity of his lectures, Hawkins was invited to create models for a proposed Palaeozoic Museum in Central Park (New York) and, whilst undertaking research for this project, earned the respect of Professor Joseph Leidy,
 the country’s leading expert on prehistoric life.   He was given access by the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia to the fossil remains of the first reasonably complete dinosaur skeleton, which Leidy had named Hadrosaurus foulkii.   Amazingly, with his usual single minded dedication and capacity for prodigious hard work, in little more than two months Hawkins created for the Academy, at his own expense, the first fully articulated dinosaur skeleton display in the world as his expression of gratitude.   (Figure 11).   The hand of fortune did not see Hawkins’ dream at Central Park, New York, realised and this must have been a bitter reminder of the premature ending of his work at Crystal Palace.   

Once more, however, we find that Hawkins was both resilient and resourceful.   It is also likely that found comfort from his thirty-seven-year-old daughter Georgina, 
 who had joined her father in America in April 1870.

Hawkins formed two other important relationships in America, Louis Agassiz
 at Harvard and Arnold Guyot
 at Princeton, both outspoken anti-evolutionists.   Agassiz was very admiring of Hawkins’ skill and Guyot was so impressed with Hawkins’ knowledge and work that he was instrumental in Princeton honouring him with a doctorate of science.   In 1874 Hawkins, now aged sixty seven, returned home intending to stay.   However, all hell had been let loose when Louisa and their two daughters, Leila and Daisy, learned about the thirty-eight-year-old deception.   With the rather timely and fortuitous offer of further work in America Hawkins, as he himself described it, accepted with ‘injudicious impetuosity’, and beat a hasty retreat.
  Here his friend Guyot came to the rescue and gave him, what was to be his last major commission: to create a duplicate cast of Hadrosaurus foulkii and to paint a series of seventeen scenes, in oil, of prehistoric life and geology.   One of these, Jurassic Life of Europe (Figure 12), may be seen to be his ‘swan song’, a reminder of his earlier work for Crystal Palace in which the ‘frightened herd of Iguanodon are shown retreating from a snarling, barely bipedal Megalosaurus which has just slain one of their number’
 all watched over by a group of Pterodactyls.   The light and mood is one of a sun that is setting.   

When Hawkins eventually returned home permanently, in 1878, he found his final years, as yesterday’s man and with most of his scientific friends dead, painfully desolate.   There was rapprochement with both of his wives before they died but he was to be inconsolable after the deaths of two of his children: Georgina, and Lawrence, his only son whose health had been permanently injured from the rigours of the Crimean War, where he was an Assistant Surgeon.   He suffered a stroke and, after being cared for over some five years by his daughter Edith, died on 27th January 1894 and was buried at Putney Lower Common Cemetery.  (Figure 13).    His passing was of no interest to an always fickle public, there was no obituary and, indeed, until now, his date of death has inaccurately been given in reference works as 1889; and then there was even speculation as to whether he had died in the United States or Britain, so obscure  had been his passing.   Hawkins, like the period in which he lived, was full of contradictions.   However, what was never in doubt was his general intelligence and knowledge, zeal and particular artistic talent as described by his contemporaries, including, notably, Sir Richard Owen and Charles Darwin.  

To end, this seems to be an appropriate moment to  pay tribute to those that have worked so selflessly to get recognition for the restoration of what Hawkins described as his ‘giant beasts’ and the Grade 1 listed status in the 200th year of his birth.
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�  Francis Trevelyan Buckland (1826-1880) was the son of theologian and noted geologist, William Buckland.   After a medical training, Buckland was commissioned as Assistant Surgeon in the Life Guards.   He resigned in 1863 and established the journal ‘Land and Water’ in 1866.


�  Buckland, Frank.   1858.   Curiosities of Natural History.   London: Richard Bentley


�  Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827) was born and educated in Zurich.   He believed that education, using the method of observation, reflection and learning through activity, was pivotal to the improvement of social conditions.


�  On Visual Education as applied to Geology.   1853-54.   Royal Society of Arts Journal 2: 444-49.


�  Richard Owen (1804-1892) F.R.S., was a renowned comparative anatomist and palaeontologist.   After a medical training, Owen joined the Hunterian Museum of the Royal College of Surgeons in 1827.   A proponent of Cuvier, he became a disciple of (Canon) William Buckland.   In 1856 he became Superintendant of the Natural History Department at the British Museum.   He worked towards the creation of the Natural History Museum which opened in 1881.   He was an ardent opponent of Darwin’s theory of evolution.


�  Secord, James A.   Monsters at the Crystal Palace.   In Models: the third dimension of science, ed. by Soraya de Chadarvian and Nick Hopwood (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004). 


�  John Gould (1804-1881) after being a gardener became an accomplished taxidermist.   He was a prolific artist and publisher.


�  Joseph Prestwich (1812-1896) was a geologist who had studied chemistry and natural philosophy at University College, London.   Elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1853, he was appointed Chair of Geology at Oxford in 1874 and knighted shortly before his death. 


�  The others being G.B.Greenough, J.D. Hooker and D.T. Ansted.   Anstead, who was Professor of Geology at King’s College London defined the geological context for Hawkins’ models.


� James Scott Bowerbank (1797-1877) was a member of the Geological Society council with Charles Darwin.  He specialized in sponges and invertebrate fossils.   He was also a prosperous business man.


�  Samuel Leigh Sotheby (1806-1861) was an influential Crystal Palace Company shareholder as well as a writer on the fine arts, book auctioneer and pamphleteer.


�  It is conceivable that this was Philip Henry Delamotte (1821-1889).


�  Signed letter advertised for sale by Jeremy Norman’s History of Science Online Bookshop ($750 !).


�  Author of The Philosophy of Geology published in London and Paris in 1846 and 1847 and also Editor of the Journal de Geologie.


�  Cambridge University Library Archives.   Letters 11L.63ci and 63c


�  Maroons were African slaves who escaped their Spanish masters when the British invaded Jamaica in 1655.   Subsequently other slaves that escaped joined them and they carried out organised raids on the Plantations from the mountainous interior where the British Army was unable to control them.


�  Baron Georges Cuvier (1769-1832) was a major French naturalist and zoologist who identified and named a number of fossilized extinct reptiles which Hawkins would seek to reconstruct at Crystal Palace.


�  John Edward Gray (1800-1875) F.R.S. became a zoologist after medical training.   He was Keeper at the British Museum 1840-1874.


�  Dr, later Sir, John Richardson (1787-1865) was physician and naturalist to John Franklin’s expeditions to the Arctic.


�  William Yarrell (1784-1856), Fellow of the Linnean Society and an original member of the Zoological Society of London.   He had been one of Hawkins’ sponsors for election as a Fellow of the Linnnean Society in 1847.


�  Peck, Robert M. in Bramwell, Valerie and Peck Robert M. (2008)   All in the Bones.   A Biography of Benjamin Waterhouse Hawkins.    Academy of Natural Sciences, Philadelphia.


�  Frances Louisa Keenan was the daughter of John Keenan (floruit 1780-1819), portrait painter to Queen Charlotte and Frances Keenan, landscape painter.   Like both her parents she was an exhibitor at The Royal Academy.


�  Sir Roderick Impey Murchison (1792-1871).   After a military career, Murchison became an active and renowned member of the Geological Society for whom Hawkins had profound respect.   


�  Edward Smith Stanley, 13th Earl of Derby, to whom Hawkins had suggested the project that resulted in the publication Gleanings from the Meanagerie and Aviary at Knowsley Hall (edited by John Edward Gray) had died in 1851.   It is known that Hawkins visited Knowsley in 1874 and this testimonial may have been from either the 13th or 14th Earl.


�  Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895).   Hawkins had undertaken work with Huxley, perhaps most famously providing the illustration for the frontispiece for Huxley’s book Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature in 1863. 


�  By the steam ship ss Siberia sailing from Liverpool and arriving in New York on 14 March 1868.   This ship, launched in 1866, sank in 1882.


� Fiske, John.   1894.  Edward Livingstone Youmans Interpreter of Science for the People.  New York : 


D Appleton and Company.


�  Joseph Leidy (1823-1891) has been described as the founder of American vertebrate palaeontology.


�  Formal records describe her as Georgiana Sophia but family material refers to her as Georgina (familiarly known as George).


�  Jean Rodolphe Louis Agassiz (1807-1873) was born in Switzerland.   Before studying comparative anatomy under Cuvier in Paris, he had studied medicine in Switzerland and Germany.   He became renowned for his work on fossil fish and, in 1837, was the first scientifically to propose the history of an ice age.


�  Arnold Henri Guyot (1807-1884) was born in Switzerland.   Before turning to science he initially studied theology.   At the suggestion of Louis Agassiz he went to the USA in 1848 where, two years later, he was appointed Professor of Geology and Physical Geography at the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University).


�  Welcome Library : Letter to Henry Lee dated 20 October 1879.  MS 5383/9.


�  Peck in Bramwell, Valerie and Peck, Robert M. op cit.





