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AMERICAN ROBIN GROUP
THE FIRST BIRD GROUP IN THE AMERICAN MUSEUM

The American robin group was mounted by Jenness Richardson, and placed on
exhibition May 10, 1887, The wax leaves and flowers were made by Mrs. Mogridge, who
introduced the work into the United States. This was the first of the very large series of

bird groups now represented in the American Museum



THE STORY OF MUSEUM GROUPS

By Frederic A. Lucas

[Third printing, 1921, with some changes and additions, from THE AMERICAN
MusgvsM JourNar for 1914; pp. 1-15, January, pp. 50-65, February]
*r * r queeque ipse [felicissima) vidi
Et guorum pars [minor] fui

THE many groups of animals in the American Museum of Natural

History represent many phases of what may be termed * the group
question” and illustrate the various steps that have led from the
dreary exhibits of forty years ago to the present realistic pictures of
animal life. Twenty-five vears ago, even, there was searcely a group of
animals, or a deseriptive label, in any museum in the United States. It
i1s to be noted that the qualifying adjective scarcely is used, for even
twenty-five years ago there were a number of animal groups in our mu-
seums, though it was still a moot question whether their display was a
legitimate feature of museum work, and the eduecational possibilities of
such exhibits were realized by few.

And yet the idea of showing animals amid their natural surroundings
really goes back to an early period in the history of museums and in 1815
we find it stated in an account of a group of the larger African Mammals
in Bullock’s Museum that

“Various animals, as the lofty Giraffe, the Lion, the Elephant, the
Rhinocerous, ete., are exhibited as ranging in their native wilds and
forests; whilst exact Models, both in figure and colour, of the rarest
and most luxuriant plants from every clime, give all the appearance of
reality; the whole being assisted with a panoramic effect of distance and
appropriate scenery, affording a beautiful illustration of the luxuriance
of a torrid clime.”

Even before this Charles Willson Peale wrote, ** It 1s not eustomary in
Europe to paint skies and landscapes in their cases of birds and other
animals and it may have a clean and neat appearance to line them only
with white paper, but, on the other hand it is not only pleasing to see a
sketch of alandscape, but by showing the nest, hollow cave or a particular
view of the country from which they came, some instances of the habits
may be given.”

Museum authorities are somewhat conservative and as museums at
first were mainly for the preservation of material for students, their
educational value to the public was not considered. The principal
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THE STORY OF MUSEUM GROUPS 5

object in mounting animals, especially mammals, was to preserve them
and put them in a condition to be studied and compared one with
another. Groups were not even thought of and, as Dr. Coues wrote as
late as 1874: “‘Spread eagle’ styles of mounting, artificial rocks and
flowers, ete., are entirely out of place in a colleetion of any seientific pre-
tensions, or designed for popular instruetion. Besides, they take up too
much room. Artistic grouping of an extensive collection is usually out
of the question; and when this is unattainable, halfway efforts in that
direction should be abandoned in favor of severe simplicity. Birds look
best on the whole in uniform rows, assorted according to size, as far as a
natural elassification allows.” The only use of groups was for a few

R. BOWDLER SHARFE

Under whose auspices the first of the bird groups was installed in the British Museum



SIR WILLIAM HENRY FLOWER
DIRECTOR OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM FROM 1884 TO 1898

Sir William Flower probably did more than any other man to change the char-
acter of museum exhibits and make them attractive as well as instructive. He not
only planned the exhibits and gave his personal attention to their installation, but
in some instances he prepared the specimens himself. In this country like credit
should be given to Dr. G. Brown Goode, who was an ardent admirer of Flower and
his work in the British Museum
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ROBIN REDBREAST GROUP IN THE BRITISH MUSEUM

private individuals and they were mainly heterogeneous assemblages of
bright-plumaged birds brought together from the four quarters of the
globe and shown simply beecause they were pretty.

So far as we are aware, the introduection of groups into public mu-
seums was due to the influence of an enthusiastie private collector, Mr.
E. T. Booth, of Brighton, England, who devoted a large part of his life
to making a collection of British birds, mounted in varied attitudes,
with accessories that copied more or less aceurately the appearance of the
spot where they were taken. As Mr. Booth wrote, *“the chief object
has been to endeavor to represent the birds in situations somewhat
similar to those in which they were obtained; many of the eases, indeed,
being eopied from sketches taken on the actual spots where the birds
themselves were shot.” These groups were intended to be viewed from
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JULES VERREAUX

Naturalist, Lxplorer, Taxidermist, Founder of the Maison Verreaur that led to
the creu,ting of Ward's Natural Science Establishment

the front only and were arranged in cases of standard sizes, assembled
along the side of a large hall. The collection, which was begun not far
from 1858, was bequeathed to the town of Brighton in 1890, and is
known as the Booth Museum, and we earnestly hope that it may endure
for many years to come.

Montagu Brown of Leicester adopted the methods of Mr. Booth
and a little later, in 1877 or 1878, through the instrumentality of R.
Bowdler Sharpe, the first small “habitat group” of the coot was installed
in the British Museum, then at Bloomsbury Square. Now it is rather
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interesting to note that some naturalists who are best known by their
scientific work, and are usually regarded by the public as being of the
dry-as-dust type, were among the earliest advocates of naturalistic
methods in musgeum exhibits. Thus, to Dr. Sharpe, whose enduring
monument is the British Museum Caltalogue of Birds, and to Dr. Gunther,
best known for his systematic work on fishes, we are indebted for the
introduction of groups into a great public museum and for obtaining for
them the recognition of a scientifie institution of long standing.

BLACK-THROATED LOON
One of the nesting groups of British birds in the British Museum

The installation of bird groups in the British Museum made good
progress under the administration of Sir Willlam Flower, who took
especial interest in the eduecational side of museums and in the introdue-
tion of exhibits that were attractive, as well as instruetive, to the general
visitor.

The first group in the American Museum, an Arab courier attacked
by lions, was purchased in 1869 and shown in the old Arsenal building in
Central Park, then the home of this institution. This group may have
been theatrical and “bloody,” but, as a piece of taxidermy, it was the

most ambitious attempt of its day. Moreover it was an attempt to
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show life and action and an effort to arrest the attention and arouse the
interest of the spectator, a most important point in museum exhibits.
If you eannot interest the visitor you eannot instruet him; if he does not
care to know what an animal is, or what an object is used for, he will not
read the label, be it never so carefully written. The Arab courier group
was prepared under the supervision of Jules Verreaux, the French
ornithologist and African traveler, for the Paris Exposition of 1867,
where it was awarded a gold medal. This group may have suggested
the combat between a lion and tiger, displayed in the Crystal Palace,
or that, as well as a similar group formerly in the Caleutta Museum, may
have originated independently. The last mentioned group illustrates the
importance and effect of something that attracts attention: when the
Dalai Lama visited the Caleutta Museum, it soon became apparent
that he was looking for some particular objeect, and it later developed
that this was the fighting lion and tiger whose fame had traveled into far
distant Tibet.

It is worth noting here that the Maison Verreauxsuggesied to Profes-
sor Henry A. Ward the possibility of establishing a similar institution in
the United States; whence the well-known Ward’'s Natural Science
Establishment at Rochester, New York. And we cannot help feeling
that Ward's Establishment had much to do with the history of animal
groups. Hither ecame and hence departed many a man who directly or
indirectly did much to advance the art of taxidermy and make possible
the existing order of things. Named according to the time of their
coming, Hornaday, Webster, Wood, Critchley, Turner, Denslow, and
Akeley were all graduates of the old Establishment. Perhaps some of
them do not like to be considered as taxidermists, but we ean hardly eall
my friend Wood, whose birds lack nothing save voice and movement to
make them seem alive, an animal sculptor, and we hope no one will take
offense at being called a taxidermist. If he who delves among books in
various dead and living languages to decide which of the numerous
many-syllabled names some small ereature is rightly entitled to bear
~ does not object to being called a taxonomist, he who works upon the
skins of ereatures great and small should not object to the rightful name
of taxidermist. So taxidermist let it be for the present, or until a better
name is coined.

As there are so-called sculptors, who are mere makers of figures, and
will be that, and that only, to the end of their days, so there are taxider-
mists, men like Akeley, Clark and Blaschke, who are sculptors in every
sense of the word. And in some ways their task is more difficult than
that of the seulptor who deals only with plastic elay, for the taxidermist
has not merely to prepare his model, but to fit overit a more or less un-






Group oF OraxG-uTans 18 THE AMERICAY MusEvs.,  Collected and mounted in 1830 by
W. T. Hornaday. This was the first large mammal group in the American Musenm [Manikin
of excelsior and tow]

This cut, reproduced from a wood engraving in Harper's Weekly, 1sa reminder of the time
when half-torez were unknown

Arricay Enermaxt Muxco v Uxitep Stares Nationan Musevsm.  Mounted by W. T,

Hornaday in 1852 1
o
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I know not who
mounted some of the
pieces, fair to look
upon, that it has been
my misfortune to
handle during the
past few years even,
but I do know that I
have many times and
oft vigorously cursed
their perpetrator and
wished that he who
devised the process
had died in early in-
fancy. .
The group of
Arab and Lions was
followed about a
decade later, 1880,
by the group of

¥ PIER-M A CHE . (=TT AN y
PAPIER-MACHE MANIKIN FOR AN ORANG-UTAN, H‘r Orangs Pﬂllﬂﬂtﬂd I_‘l!,.'

HRemi Santens

by him shortly after
his return from a
two years' collect-
ing trip around the
world and present-
ed to the Museum
by Robert Colgate.

This again
leads us to note
that the energy ol
Dr. Hornaday had
much to do with
the formal intro-
duetion of animal
groups into the
American Museum
of Natural History
and recogmition of
their place in mu-
seum work, because
Jenness Richardzon

Hornaday, mounted

Toe FrRAMEWORK OF MuxGo
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BISOM COW AND CALF

A detail of the Group of American Bizon mounted in 1580 by Jenness Richardszon,
Head of the Department of Taxidermy, American Museum of Natural History, from
1886 until his death in 1891

was a pupil of Hornaday, and Rowley in turn a pupil of Richardson,
and by them and under their supervision was begun the series of groups
now justly famous.

These E-:!,I'h.' Erolps did not find their way into museums without
protest, as may be imagined from the remarks of Dr. Coues quoted on a
previous page, butin 1887 the first group of mammals was installed in the
United States National Museum, and this was followed a year later by a
large group of bison.

The other day, when listening to the protest of a curator against the
withdrawal of a certain group from exhibition, we wondered if he re-
membered another protest against the introduetion of a bone that a
coyote might have some excuse for action. Verily tempora mutantur.

An important factor in the evolution of groups and their introduc-
tion into museums was the development of the art, for art it i=, of making
aceessories, for without the ability to reproduce flowers and foliage in
materials that would at once have the semblance of reality, and endur-
ance under the vicissitudes of temperature in the intemperate zone in






1—Lioxgss. An example of early work

2—Arrican Liox. Mounted at the Maizon Verreawr about 1865

d=—Arrican Lion, “Haxnmpan.” Mounted at the American Museum of
Natural History by James L. Clark in 1906,
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NCE admitted into museums, a precedent established, and in-
trenched behind the bulwarks of high seientific authority, groups
slowly found their way into all museums and their scope extended
to all branches of natural history as fast as opportunity offered and the
skill of the preparator would permit. And to-day, from the Atlantie to
the Pacific, there iz a friendly rivalry among museums as to which shall
have the finest groups. Birds lend themselves more readily to groups
than does any other class of animals; they combine beauty of form, pose
and color with moderate size that permits ease of handling. Henee
birds naturally were chosen for the first museum groups, and bird groups
still predominate.

Just as naturally mammals followed birds and from mice to ele-
phants have furnished many notable groups and many triumphs—and
failures—for the taxidermist. After mammals came anything that the
taxidermist or modeler could master—reptiles, fishes, insects and other
invertebrates, and last of all plants, which copied by modern methods
are ever green and may be made to show their adaptations to environ-
ment and interrelations to varyving conditions of =oil, climate and =ur-
ronndings.

Yea, the group idea has even been carried into the dim and distant
past and in the hall of fossils one may behold a ghostly group of great
ground sloths, or farther on, Allosawrus feeding upon Brontesawrus. And
the ground sloths passed out of existence thousands of yvears ago and
Allosaurus has not felt the pangs of hunger for over six million years!

Fishes offer some of the most diffieult problems; not only does their
expression depend almost entirely upon their attitudes, but in many
cases there is little of interest in their habits, orsmall beauty in their sur-
roundings, when they have any. And added to all these things is the
ever present difficulty of making a fish suspended in air look as though he
were swimming in water. Furthermore in the character of their integu-
ment, fishes and amphibians furnish a practically insurmountable prob-
lem in the way of mounting, which has led to much friendly discussion
as to whether it is better to show a stuffed specimen that does not at all
resemble the living animal or a east that eannot be distinguished from it.

In this instance the writer is entirely on the side of those who offer
“something just as good,” believing firmly that the object of exhibits
iz to hold the mirror up to nature and let it reflect an image of nature as
she looks when alive, not as she appears when dead and shriveled. And
if a cloth leaf and a glass eve are allowable, why not a wax frog and a
celluloid fish?

One of the first efforts in the line of fish groups, that by Mr. Alfred
J. Klein in the Brooklyn Museum, showing the fishes of a coral reef, 1s
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one of the best, partly from the nature of the subjeet, which affords more
scope for attractive surroundings than is usually presented. And while
the eredit for this group, prepared in 1907, is entirely due to Mr. Klein,
vet it really dates from a memorandum written in 1893 after an inter-
view with Dr. Goode, “make a group of red snappers with natural sur-

THE WHARF-PILE GROUP

Marine group in the American Museum by Ignaz Matausch and other prepara-
tors under the supervision of Roy W. Miner, 1914. It shows the sponges, hydroids,
sea anemones and other invertebrate animals with which wharfl piles in favored
localities are crowded below low=-water mark

roundings.” It embodies principles, carried to great perfection in the

habitat groups, that were independently worked out in the construction
of a group of octopus, forming part of the exhibit of the United States
National Museum at the Chicago Exposition of 1893. Painted back-
ground connected with the foreground, rounded corners and overhead



PORTION OF THE PADDLEFISH GROUP
In the American Museum of Natural History

OCTOPUS GROUP

This group was prepared by Dr. F. A, Lueas for the Chicago Exposition of 1893 and 1s at
present in the United States National Museum. The animals were modeled in clay and cast
in “ecatheartine,’” a mixture of glue and gelatin

21
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lighting were all used in this small group, and while in comparison with
what has been done since, it now seems a very erude little affair, yet it
contained the germs of the beautiful Orizaba group.

The curved, panoramic background and overhead lighting—bor-
rowed conseiously or unconsciously from our eyeloramas—permit the
last touchesin the way of illusion and control of light, regardlessof the time

VIRGINIA DEER IN THE AMERICAN MUSEUM

Virginia deer, American Museum of Natural History, mounted by Mr. Carl E.
Akeley in 1902, This is an example of work that has made modern taxidermy an
art. The work of the taxidermist is in a way more difficult than that of the seulptor,
that iz, he must not uni}' make a model of the animal in life-like pose, but must
then with great art fit over this model the unyielding skin of the animal

of day. The octopus group embodied also another idea, brought to great
perfection here by Miss Mary C. Dickerson, that of making a single
mold serve for making many individuals. In the octopus group the
animals were cast in gelatin compound and bent into diverse attitudes;
to-day casts are made in wax, warmed and worked into many poses;
a case of the parallel development that oceurs in methods as well as in
nature,



HOWLING MONKEYS

In the Museum of the Brooklvn Institute of Arisand Bciences, mounted by Mr. J, William
Critehley. It is & group whose main purpose is to show the varied attitudes of the animals,
Such groups preceded the large naturalistic groups which combine artistic effect with instrue-
tion and so greatly enhanee the educational value of museums
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R BT

FART OF THE LAYSAN ISLAND GROUP

Made for the State University of Towa by Homer R. Dill. This group shows
a portion of the albatross rookery on the little island of Laysan where millions of
birds find a home in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Backeground by Charles
Corwin :

The first bird groups, those in the British Museum and those here,
were, if we may borrow a phrase once familiar, now almost obsolete, pre-
Raphaelistic in their character—exact copies of the spot or surroundings
where the animals were taken. The plants were counted and plotted
on a diagram; sod, roots and shrubs were dug up and transported, often
in the face of great difficulties, to the museum where the group was to be
established, and there assembled in the exact and proper order of oceur-
rence. The next step was the habitat group, and here is where Dr, Frank
M. Chapman comes into the story, for it is to him that we owe the series
of nature pictures known by that name.

The habitat group does not copy nature slavishly, even though an
actual seene forms the background; it aims to give a broad and graphie
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presentationof the
conditions  under
which certain as-
semblages of bird
life are found, to
bring home to the
observer the atmo-
gsphere and vege-
tation of some
typical part of
the country. But
gaveinexceptional
ases, the fore-
ground does not
exactly reproduce
any given bit of
country, although
it does copy the
plants and shrubs
found there. How
these groups were
prepared,  what
journevings by
flood and field
they involved are
told by Dr. Chap-
man himself in Camps and Cruises of an Ornitholegist and very briefly in
the leaflet deseribing these groups.

The habitat groups thus involved a slicht departure from nature,
in that while the background depicted an actual scene, the foreground
was often generalized and this involves the whole question of how far it is
allowable to depart from actualities. May we combine animals from
different loealities or show together those taken at different seasons?
Shall we fabricate our soil and *fake"” our trees? Personally the writer
believes that all these things are permissible, with certain restrictions,
nay, in some instances, must be done, not merely to make a group at
all, but to enhance its educational value. For example, a bison in his
winter coat may be introduced into a group with the mother and young
and a baby moose placed with an antlered bull—in no other way can vou
complete the life eyvele and tell the whole story.

Dr. Chapman found it physieally impossible to bring away the water-
soaked nests of the flamingoes; Mr. Cherrie found equal difficulty with
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the sodden nests of the guacharo birds, while to carry off the cave in
which they were found would have defied even Hercules in his prime.
Here certainly, fabrication is a necessity ; and if o much, why not more?
If we cannot import a tree from the forests of Venezuela, let us “adapt”
an ironwood from Vermont, whereon a colony of howling monkeys may
disport themselves. In this case it is the animals and not their sur-
roundings that are to be emphasized, and the accessories are a matter of
secondary importance, merely a setting.

The first large group, the Bird Rock group, placed on exhibition in
1898, was not definitely planned as a habitat group, but merely as a
pieture of part of a famous and impressive bird eolony and to make “a
permanent record of this characteristic phase of island life.”” The Cobb's
Island group was the next and the first real habitat group to be con-
structed, this subject being chosen partly because it provided a large and
interesting group at small expense.

Year after year this series of groups has been extended, covering the
country from east to west and north to south, until room is left for bui
one more, and that, it is hoped, will include the bird life of the Arctie
regions.

The Bullfrog, Giant Salamander and Florida groups, particularly the
latter, belong in
still another cate-
gory and may be
termed synthetie,
or life  study
groups, bringing
together in  one
composite pieture
a-number of ani-
mals that proba-
bly would not be
found in so small
HEAD OF 41 ayeqa at any one
MoUNTAIN
SHEEF, IN
THE BROOK-

ryn  Museon. but might all be
Mounted by found there at
Remi Santens, ¢me moment of
for many years af
Ward's Establish-
ment, now at Carnegie a group may, Ob
Museum, Pittsburgh may not, repre-

moment of the
season depicted,

the season. Such



THE BUTTERFLY GROUP

The Monarch Butterfly—migrating
Butterflies, numbering more than 1200 specimens, mounted and placed by Charles
Wunder, accessories by W. B. Peters,

32
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THE GROUND SLOTH GROUP

The American Museum of Natural History












