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Abstract. In 1890 the staff of the Dublin Natural History Museum began a comprehensive
rearrangement of the collection in their care. Inspired by visits to American museums and
motivated by a desire to produce a truly educational display, curators arranged the zoological
collection to include cases on the history and geographical distribution of animals. These cases
explicitly depicted, in words and specimens, the main arguments of Charles Darwin’s On the
Origin of Species. Placed at a ground-floor entrance to the museum, the cases invited the
visitor to examine the remainder of the collection in terms of evolution by natural selection.
The exhibit was supplemented by guidebooks and several lecture-demonstrations, which
served to further reinforce its messages. Through an analysis of the exhibit’s development
and contents, this paper will show how these cases reflected not only the status of evolutionary
thinking in Ireland, but also the curators’ goals for the future development of Irish natural
history.

In 1896 the newly appointed director of the Dublin Science and Art Museum, Colonel

G. T. Plunkett, announced a series of ‘Museum Demonstrations’, ‘ intended to correct
the aimless and uninstructive inspection of the interesting articles in the Museum which

is adopted by most of the visitors’.1 The demonstrations in the natural history section

were given on winter evenings from December to March by the staff of the museum or
by professors of the Royal College of Science for Ireland. Topics ranged over botany,

geology and zoology.2 On 15 December 1896 nearly fifty ladies and gentlemen attended

a demonstration on the ‘History of Animals’ given by George Carpenter, the assistant
in natural history.3 In the flickering electric light, the guests viewed a ground floor

which had been rearranged several times and was once again in the midst of
reorganization. Apologizing for the disarray, Carpenter explained that the museum was

attempting to group all Irish fauna together. The cases which were the subject of his

lecture, however, were intact. Special attention and care had been taken in the
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arrangement of the History of Animals exhibit and the visitors could easily have read

the numerous titles and cards which competed for their attention with the specimens.
Starting from the left and reading to the right, these ladies and gentlemen would have

viewed a didactic series which explained, in simple terms, evolution by natural selection

(see Figures 2 and 3 below). The basic tenets of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of
Species were spelled out and supplemented by contemporary lines of research which

were thought to support the doctrine of descent. In the course of his lecture, Carpenter

would clarify the terms and processes described in the cases, terms such as ‘variation’,
‘rate of increase’, ‘natural selection’, ‘mimicry’ and ‘sexual differences ’.4 Reading the

labels, examining the specimens and listening to Carpenter would leave the visitors fully

immersed in the latest thinking on the evolution of animals.
Carpenter’s subject differed from previous ‘demonstrations ’ in that he sought to

provide his audience not merely with scientific facts, but with a theory or framework

into which facts about nature might fit. That the doctrine of descent according to
Darwin was an appropriate subject, or one which would be met with enthusiasm, was

not entirely obvious in Dublin in 1896. In fact, Darwin’s suggested evolutionary

mechanism of natural selection was also suffering some loss of popularity among those
devoted to the study of nature.5 Even so, the staff of the Dublin Natural History

Museum6 felt that it was of such importance in popular instruction that they devoted

a full wall of the crowded museum and several evening lectures to the subject.
This paper will analyse the inspiration and goals of the History of Animals exhibit,

completed in 1894, as a means of examining not only Irish reactions to Darwinism but

also the development of Irish science and scientific institutions in the late nineteenth
century.

Museums and the history of science

Museums have received increasing attention from historians of science, who have
considered them as architectural monuments to science, as sites for scientific study and

as sites for the popularization of the sciences, particularly natural history.7 Their

4 George Herbert Carpenter, ‘On collections to illustrate the evolution and geographical distribution of
animals’, Report of the Proceedings of the Museums Association (1894), 106–44.

5 Peter J. Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism: Anti-Darwinian Evolution Theories in the Decades around
1900, Baltimore and London, 1983.
6 Although the museum lost its status as an independent institution when it was subsumed under the

Dublin Science and Art Museum (a part of the British Department of Science and Art) in 1877, I will refer to it

as the Dublin Natural History Museum for the sake of brevity for the remainder of the essay. The politics of

this transfer will be discussed in the following section.
7 See, for example, S. J. M. M. Alberti, ‘Placing nature: natural history collections and their owners in

nineteenth-century provincial England’, BJHS (2002), 35, 291–311; Tony Bennett, ‘Speaking to the eyes:

museums, legibility and the social order’, in The Politics of Display: Museums, Science, Culture (ed. Sharon
MacDonald), London, 1998; Sophie Forgan, ‘The architecture of display: museums, universities and objects
in nineteenth-century Britain’, History of Science (1994), 32, 139–62; A. Kraft and S. J. M. M. Alberti,

‘ ‘‘Equal though different’’ : laboratories, museums and the institutional development of biology in late

Victorian Northern England’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Science (2003),
34, 203–36; Sharon MacDonald, ‘Exhibitions of power and powers of exhibition: an introduction to the
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work reveals that museums offer ample means of studying both science as public

culture and science as cultural practice. Architectural historians have drawn attention
to assumptions about the nature of science and its relationship to society implicit in

the design of buildings devoted to scientific activity. For example, the building of

the new Natural History Museum at South Kensington prompted many eminent men
of science, T. H. Huxley in particular, to voice their disapproval of Richard

Owen’s desire for an enormous cathedral-like building to display every specimen in

the collection. Huxley and Owen had different views both of scientific practice and
of the audience for science which found expression in their ideas for the museum’s

layout.8

Disagreement over the building and layout of British museums reflected a broader
trend in ideas about the use of museums in education. At the end of the nineteenth

century, although the museum was still important in university education and in

research, it was increasingly emphasized as a site for public education.9 Henry Cole,
first director of the Department of Science and Art, argued that museum displays must

be comprehensively labelled and systematically arranged so as to ‘woo the ignorant to

examine them’.10 William Henry Flower, the first director of the Natural History
Museum at South Kensington, also emphasized labelling and clarity of arrangement

and argued against the idea of cramming display cases with as many objects as possible.

Thinning the contents of public displays was also meant to free important specimens for
examination by another museum audience: men of science.11 Flower recommended not

only the separation of scientific from lay audiences, but also of national museums on the

scale of South Kensington from provincial ones. In Flower’s view, national museums
were intended to cater to the two audiences, while provincial museums could really

only hope to serve the local public and an occasional scientific traveller. For this latter

group, an arrangement of local fauna and other objects of local interest would suffice.12

Even the ‘ lay’ audience was extremely diverse, consisting of mechanics as well as

gentlemen. Curators were aware of these differences while creating exhibits.13 Audience

considerations combined with personal views about science and nature to create a

politics of display’, in The Politics of Display: Museums, Science, Culture (ed. Sharon MacDonald), London,
1998, 1–24; G. McOuat, ‘Cataloguing power: delineating ‘‘competent naturalists’’ and the meaning of

species in the British Museum’, BJHS (2001), 34, 1–28; S. Naylor, ‘The field, the museum and the lecture hall :

the spaces of natural history in Victorian Cornwall ’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers
(2002), 27, 494–513; Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals of Science: The Development of Colonial Natural
History Museums during the Late Nineteenth Century, Montreal, 1988; Mary P. Winsor, Reading the Shape
of Nature: Comparative Zoology at the Agassiz Museum, Chicago, 1991; Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums:
Victorian Science and the Architecture of Display, London and Baltimore, 1999.
8 Forgan, op. cit. (7); Yanni, op. cit. (7).

9 Kraft and Alberti, op. cit. (7).

10 Henry Cole, The Functions of the Science and Art Department, London, 1857.
11 William Henry Flower, Essays on Museums and Other Subjects Connected with Natural History,

London, 1898.

12 Flower, op. cit. (11).

13 Tony Bennett, ‘Speaking to the eyes: museums, legibility and the social order’, in The Politics of
Display: Museums, Science, Culture (ed. Sharon MacDonald), London, 1998, 25–35.
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museum atmosphere that not only represented science but also revealed social and

cultural values.14

The size and scope of South Kensington’s collections set it apart from the rest of the

British museums. For most curators, the arrangement and display of limited resources

was the primary means of expressing curatorial ideas and engaging with audiences.
Despite these constraints, curators of provincial museums took their task as educators

seriously, as demonstrated by the proceedings of the Museums Association.15

The curators of the Dublin Natural History Museum were very conscious that they
could not choose the design or size of their building. Instead, they altered its layout

and contents to reflect their own views about modern biology. In the words of

assistant curator George Carpenter, the curator ‘has to work as best he can with a
building which cannot be altered or stretched, and with specimens most of which

he had no part in choosing’.16 Displays are by nature passing reflections of attitudes

towards science and audience. However, their fleeting nature does not diminish
their value. Curators, even of small museums, were included in regional, national and

international networks of research, and the exhibits that they created were often

visited by thousands of people. The Dublin Natural History Museum aspired to
the status of the national museum of natural history (and later geology) for Ireland.

Before the museum became part of the National Museum of Ireland it was already

serving as a hub for Irish natural history. The museum’s correspondents included
solitary amateurs, members of Irish scientific societies, professors of the Queen’s

Colleges and Dublin literati. One of its curators, Alexander Goodman More, had

created a national botanical network through which he was able to assemble the
Cybele Hibernica.17 In the minds of its curators and Dublin’s scientific elite, the Dublin

Natural History Museum was not a stagnant survivor of an earlier and less scientific

period of natural history, but was integral to the future of Irish natural history.
Before examining how the History of Animals exhibit served this goal, we need to

understand the history of the Dublin museum and its role in both Ireland and the

United Kingdom.

The Dublin Natural History Museum

As an Irish institution which yet came under the control of the London-based

Department of Science and Art, the Dublin Natural History Museum’s development

brings to light how issues of Irish identity were addressed in the context of a scientific
institution. The collection that eventually would become the Natural History Museum

was begun in 1792 by the acquisition of the Leskean cabinet of minerals by the Royal

14 Sharon MacDonald (ed.), The Politics of Display: Museums, Science, Culture, London, 1998.
15 Geoffrey Lewis, For Instruction and Recreation: A Centenary History of the Museums Association,

London, 1989.

16 Carpenter, op. cit. (4).

17 Charles Bethune Moffat, Life and Letters of Alexander Goodman More, Dublin, 1898; David Moore

and Alexander Goodman More, Cybele Hibernica, 1st edn, Dublin, 1866.
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Dublin Society (RDS).18 The RDS was an institution for ‘promoting husbandry,

manufacture and other useful arts and sciences ’.19 Modelled after the Royal Society of
London, with the addition of aspects of an agricultural society, it remained for much of

the nineteenth century under the control of the Protestant Ascendancy. The museum

was one aspect of the RDS’s scientific programme, a programme that also included
lectures, scientific publications, a botanic garden and a library. During the eighteenth

century the Irish parliament funded the RDS generously. After the Act of Union in 1800,

however, the RDS had a tenuous relationship with Westminster, relying on it for
funding but wishing to remain independent. Twenty years after voting £1,000 towards

completing the new Natural History Museum building in 1857, the government

appropriated the museum and collections. The Science and Art Museum (Ireland) Act
of 1877 placed the Natural History Museum under the control of the Department of

Science and Art in London and founded the new Science and Art Museum, Dublin of

which it would be a department.20 The plan was to create a public educational complex
filling Leinster Lawn in south Dublin. This complex eventually included a museum

housing antiquities, handicrafts and anthropological items; the Natural History

Museum; the National Gallery of Art; and the National Library. The Natural History
Museum remained in its own building, but became a wing of the new Dublin Science

and Art Museum.21

Jarrell has argued that this takeover of scientific institutions was part of the British
colonial government’s attempt at bureaucratic centralization.22 Westminster had long

been providing funds for Irish scientific organizations and now wished to exercise

control over these funds centrally. The Department of Science and Art saw this as a
civic-minded attempt to provide Ireland with education, especially scientific and

industrial education, in line with that of England. The nationalistic Freeman’s Journal,
however, claimed that the action signified that the ‘settled passion of the Government
appears to be to quietly obliterate the last traces of Irish nationality and Dublin

metropolitan rank, to complete the provincialisation of both island and capital, and to

root out every independent Irish institution’.23

Whether or not the takeover was a blow to Irish independence, the character of the

museums changed with the change of governance. At first, the new director of the
Science and Art Museum was the RDS’s registrar, William Steele. The natural history

curator, although English, had been on the staff of the RDS.24 However, new staff could

no longer be appointed by the RDS. As a result of the application and examination

18 H. Bantry White, ‘History of the Science and Art Institutions, Dublin’, Museum Bulletin: National
Museum of Science and Art, Dublin (1911), 1, 7–34.

19 White, op. cit. (18).
20 Henry F. Berry, A History of the Royal Dublin Society, London, 1915.
21 For a description of this process, with special focus on the fate of Irish antiquities, see Elizabeth Crooke,

Politics, Archaeology and the Creation of a National Museum of Ireland: An Expression of National Life,
Dublin, 2000, especially Chapter 5.
22 Richard Jarrell, ‘The Department of Science and Art and control of Irish science, 1853–1905’, Irish

Historical Studies (1983), xxiii, 330–47.
23 ‘The Royal Dublin Society’, Freeman’s Journal, 9 March 1877.

24 C. E. O’Riordan, The Dublin Natural History Museum, Dublin, c. 1983.
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process two Englishmen, Robert Francis Scharff and George Herbert Carpenter, took

a large part in controlling the Natural History Museum from the 1880s until the
establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922. By 1883 the Science and Art Museum’s

director was an Irishman, Valentine Ball, though Ball was not an RDS man. In the eyes

of the government his most important qualification might have been his years in the
civil service as a part of the Geological Survey of India.25 Nevertheless, the Science and

Art Museum as a whole was consistently concerned with its Irish character. The staff

clearly viewed it as the national museum for Ireland, whether they saw Ireland as a
province or a country. This has been well documented by Elizabeth Crooke for the

antiquities collections and by Nicholas Whyte for the Natural History Museum’s later

years.26

The character and nationality of the museum’s staff are not insignificant for de-

termining its cultural role. A central theme in work on the history of Irish science has

been questioning or affirmation of the ‘Irish-ness’ of the science conducted.27 This is not
surprising; it is one way of understanding how science fits in to the vastly better

researched political history of nineteenth-century Ireland. True, the practitioners of

science in Ireland were often Protestant and/or of English extraction.28 However, even
new arrivals in Ireland tended to view the country as a separate scientific stage with a

unique set of needs. Complementary to work on Irish natural history was a growing

interest in the Irish language, Irish antiquities and the Irish landscape.29 In many ways,
the nineteenth century was a period of identity formation in Ireland. If revolution were

to occur, it was necessary for the long and successful process of anglicization to be

reversed. Thus for a few years there was an overlap between the interests of political
nationalists and a loose ‘patriotic nativism’ concerned with Irish cultural and natural

productions.30 Nativism eventually fell victim to more militant nationalism. Its signifi-

cant contribution to forging an ‘Irish’ science has been erroneously disregarded.
Scientific men from any country working in Ireland could champion the cause of Irish

science with the support of Westminster and Dublin. The staff of the Dublin Natural

History Museum were no exception. Thus there was reason for both conflict and
cooperation with the authority of the Department of Science and Art. On the one hand,

25 Edward Percival Wright, ‘Valentine Ball ’, Irish Naturalist (1895), 4, 169–71.
26 Crooke, op. cit. (21); Nicholas Whyte, Science, Colonialism and Ireland, Cork, 1998.
27 J. Bennett, ‘Science and social policy in Ireland in the mid-nineteenth century’, in Science and Society in

Ireland: The Social Context of Science and Technology in Ireland 1800–1950 (ed. P. J. Bowler and N. Whyte),
Belfast, 1997; John Wilson Foster, ‘Natural history, science and Irish culture’, Irish Review (1990), 9, 61–9;

idem, ‘Nature and nation in the nineteenth century’, in Nature in Ireland (ed. John Wilson Foster), Dublin,

1997, 409–39; Jarrell, op. cit. (22); Roy Johnston, ‘Science and technology in Irish national culture’, Crane
Bag (1983), 7, 58–65; Greta Jones, ‘Catholicism, nationalism and science’, Irish Review (1997), 20, 47–61;
idem, ‘Contested territories: Alfred Cort Haddon, progressive evolutionism and Ireland’, History of
European Ideas (1998), 24, 195–211; Sean Lysaght, ‘Themes in the Irish history of science’, Irish Review
(1996), 19, 87–97; idem, Robert Lloyd Praeger: The Life of a Naturalist, Dublin, 1998; Whyte, op. cit. (26);

Stephen Yearley, ‘Colonial science and dependent development: the case of the Irish experience’, Sociological
Review (1989), 37, 308–31.

28 Bennett, op. cit. (27).

29 Lysaght, Robert Lloyd Praeger, op. cit. (27).
30 Lysaght, Robert Lloyd Praeger, op. cit. (27).
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it offered increased fiscal stability and an opportunity to expand and improve resources

available to the public and to men of science in Ireland. On the other, there was the
continual need to assert the uniquely Irish qualities of the museum and its collections

not only to appease nationalist sentiments, but also to ensure that the museum did not

simply become the poor cousin of South Kensington. Taking advantage of the growing
tide of interest in all things Irish, the Natural History Museum’s staff envisioned a

dramatic revamping of the museum and with it Ireland’s natural history community.

The reorganization which Valentine Ball, Robert Scharff and George Carpenter in-
itiated in the 1880s and 1890s took advantage of the British status of the museum with a

keen eye to its Irish audience.

New staff and a new vision for the Dublin Natural History Museum

Late Victorian Dublin may not have been the political capital of an independent

Ireland, but it was certainly the intellectual and administrative centre of the island. The
administration of the Ordnance and Geological Surveys, the inspection of fisheries and

the Royal University, as well as the Science and Art Museum, were all located in

Dublin, although decisions about funding were made in parliament and government
offices across the sea. Thus the staff of the Dublin Natural History Museum were well-

placed to effect changes in the Irish natural history community. Across the lawn from

the museum were the Royal Dublin Society’s offices and only a few blocks away were
the Royal Irish Academy, the Royal College of Science and Trinity College.31 At the

centre of Ireland’s scientific community and with the largest zoological collection on the

island, the museum considered itself an important resource for students and men of
science alike. Located in Ireland’s ‘capital ’ city, the museum was also a symbol of

national and civic pride. The History of Animals exhibit sprang from the curators’

desires to be scientifically modern, educationally sound and sensitive to local needs. The
three men most intimately involved in the construction and promotion of the exhibit

were Valentine Ball, director of the Dublin Science and Art Museum from 1883 to 1895;

Robert Francis Scharff, curator of the Natural HistoryMuseum from 1887 to 1923; and
George Herbert Carpenter, assistant in the Natural History Museum from 1888 to

1923.32 See Figure 1 for a photograph of some of the staff.

Valentine Ball (1843–95), the brother of astronomer and writer Robert Stawell Ball,
was a Dublin-born geologist.33 Upon his return from India to Ireland he became

31 For a map see Thom’s Official Directory of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, Dublin,

1898.

32 White, op. cit. (18); Robert Lloyd Praeger, Some Irish Naturalists, Dundalk, 1949; O’Riordan, op. cit.

(24). There were a confusing number of changes to official titles in the museum after its amalgamation with
the Department of Science and Art. I have chosen to use ‘curator’ and ‘assistant’ for clarity. Scharff’s title

began as curator but was later changed to ‘keeper’. Director will refer only to the director of the Dublin

Science and Art Museum as a whole. At this time the Natural History Museum also had one other assistant

(A. R. Nichols) and two technical assistants (taxidermists Robert Pride and J. N. Halbert). After Ball’s death
Colonel G. T. Plunkett became director. While interested, like Ball, in promoting public education, Plunkett

arrived after most changes in the Natural History Museum were under way.

33 W. Valentine Ball, Reminisces and Letters of Sir Robert Stawell Ball, London, 1915; Praeger,

op. cit. (32).
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Professor of Geology at Trinity College, Dublin until appointed director of the Science

and Art Museum. His obituarist remarked that ‘he had always been ambitious
to superintend some great museum, where he could have the freest scope to carry out

his ideas of order and arrangement’.34 While not a nationalist, Ball had patriotic

visions for the Dublin museum.35 He wanted to create an Irish museum which served
the Irish public and he sought reforms to meet this goal. In 1884 Ball visited museums in

America and Canada, including the Agassiz Museum of Comparative Zoology at

Harvard University, the Smithsonian, the Natural History Museum in New York and
the museum of the Boston Natural History Society.36 His experiences seem to have

convinced Ball that to be of the greatest use to the public, museum exhibits should
be systematic and intensively labelled.37 Ball took particular notice of the systematic

arrangements in the Agassiz Museum and the museum of the Natural History Society of

Boston. At the Agassiz Museum animals were grouped not only by their classification
but also by geographical distribution. The museum of the Natural History Society of

Boston illustrated evolutionary principles by showing ‘progression from simpler to

more complex forms’.38 This systematic arrangement struck Ball as important for

Figure 1. Staff of the Dublin Natural History Museum, c. 1899, Scharff and Carpenter are third
and fourth from the left in the front row (from the photographic archives of the National
Museum of Ireland (hereafter NMINH PG) 129). f National Museum of Ireland.

34 Wright, op. cit. (25), 171.

35 Crooke, op. cit. (21).
36 Valentine Ball, ‘Report on the museums of America and Canada’, in Report of the Science and Art

Department, Dublin, Dublin, 1884.

37 Valentine Ball, journal of a trip to America in 1884, Ball Papers, National Library of Ireland, MS 19873.

38 Ball, op. cit. (36), 324.
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the educational goals of a museum: ‘Till some system like this is followed in museums, ’

he remarked, ‘specimens, no matter how valuable in themselves, tell only half, if
so much, of the tale they can be made to tell, and are more or less uninstructive

curiosities ’.39 Ball focused his efforts to change the Natural HistoryMuseum on making

it more didactic and more public. Electric lighting, Sunday openings and a printing
press for labels and guidebooks were all procured within the first several years of

his tenure.40 In addition, he supported altering exhibits in order to facilitate the visitor

in learning from the museum. Exhibits such as the History of Animals display, influ-
enced by Ball’s trip to American museums, ‘told’ visitors a ‘tale ’ rather than allowing

them to wander aimlessly among ‘uninstructive curiosities ’. Many of these reforms

were also occurring in other British museums, but Ball preferred to cite Europe and
America as his primary inspirations. He liberally encouraged Scharff’s visits to

the Continent, yet discouraged a visit to the Oxford Museum: ‘I should not consider

that there is much to be learnt from there that would be new to us. ’41 This view may
have been inspired by the same national pride which led Ball to state that the

Geographical Distribution and History of Animals exhibits were unique in the British

Isles.42 Ball claimed the Dublin museum as a potential training ground for naturalists
that might rival the British Museum. He stated that ‘ in the hope that some of the

specialists of the future may serve a part of their training in our Museum’, the local and

general collections must be enhanced and his educational reforms implemented.43 In his
project to make the Dublin Natural History Museum a point of civic and national

pride, as well as a place to train and encourage new specialists, Ball found staunch allies

in the new curatorial staff.
Unlike Ball, both Robert Scharff (1858–1934) and George Carpenter (1865–1939)

emigrated from England to assume their positions. Scharff had received his scientific

training in Edinburgh, London and Heidelberg and came to the museum from the
marine biological station in Naples.44 Carpenter held a B.Sc. from the University of

London and had served as a clerk in the Natural History Museum, South Kensington

before coming to Ireland.45 While Ball was an experienced civil servant returning
home for what he surely knew would be his final appointment, Carpenter and Scharff

were just beginning their careers and probably had high hopes for futures elsewhere.46

39 Ball, op. cit. (36), 325. Interestingly it may have been Ball’s travelling companion, the anthropologist

Alfred Cort Haddon, who pointed out the advantages of the Agassiz Museum’s arrangement. Ball recorded

only a cursory visit in his journal, after which he left Haddon to explore it more thoroughly.
40 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1884; Report of the Board of

Visitors of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1884; Report of the Board of Visitors of the Science
and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1888.

41 Valentine Ball to Robert Scharff, 1 March 1889, Natural History Archive, National Museum of Ireland,
Collins Barracks (hereafter NHA), Box 1.

42 Valentine Ball, ‘Presidential Address’, Proceedings of the Museums Association (1894).

43 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1887, 249.

44 Praeger, op. cit. (32).
45 Charles Bethune Moffat, ‘Obituary: George Herbert Carpenter, B.Sc. (Lond.), D.Sc. (Q.U.B.)’, Irish

Naturalist’s Journal (1939), 7, 138–41.
46 Carpenter was twenty-three years of age when he took up his position in Dublin, Scharff was twenty-

nine.
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They embraced scientific society in Dublin immediately and developed an interest in

promoting Irish science, especially natural history. During their long residence in
Ireland, Scharff and Carpenter contributed numerous papers on the flora and fauna

of Ireland and participated in the rise of ecological surveys.47 They were members of

the Dublin Naturalists’ Field Club, the Dublin Microscopical Club, the Royal
Zoological Society of Ireland and the Royal Irish Academy, and contributed papers to

the Royal Dublin Society.48 Scharff was a founding member of the Royal Irish

Academy’s Flora and Fauna Committee, which sponsored collecting trips and aimed at
the completion of an Irish flora and fauna list.49 Perhaps Carpenter’s greatest contri-

bution to natural history in Ireland was his co-editorship with Robert Lloyd Praeger of

the Irish Naturalist, Ireland’s first journal devoted exclusively to Irish natural history,
which began in 1892 and continues today under the title the Irish Naturalist’s Journal.
Carpenter also briefly held a professorship at the Royal College of Science for Ireland.50

Their interests in promoting natural history in Ireland were reflected in their goals for
the development of the museum.

As curator, Scharff advocated the sponsorship of collecting trips in Ireland. During

his tenure the museum’s equipment was lent to several marine dredging expeditions
and collectors were actively sought and encouraged. In 1896 Scharff was incensed to

discover that the Royal Society had recently sponsored a collecting trip without offering

any specimens to the museum. In an internal memo he fumed to the director, Colonel
G. T. Plunkett, who had replaced the recently deceased Ball :

It is of importance that a collection, as complete as possible, of Irish terrestrial, freshwater and
marine animals be formed in Ireland and I think it is a pity that a party of naturalists from
England should receive government support and carry off their collections without being
asked to contribute their share in adding to collections in Dublin.51

Scharff was attempting to establish the Dublin museum as the Irish museum, with rights

to all natural history specimens collected in Ireland. It was a slight to the prestige of the
museum that the collectors did not wish their specimens deposited there and sent any

new species to the British Museum instead. This incident, and several others involving

the Natural History Museum that have been outlined by Whyte, is comparable to the
case of the Broighter Hoard. The hoard was a collection of ancient gold jewellery

discovered in Ireland which found its way to London and was only returned to the

Dublin museum after a lawsuit, supported by the Crown and members of the Royal
Irish Academy (RIA), was brought against the British Museum. The director of the

British Museum’s view was that London, as centre of the British Empire and the United

Kingdom, had the primary rights to important collections made therein.52 This view

47 Timothy Collins, ‘Praeger in the west: naturalists and antiquarians in Connemara and the Islands,

1894–1914’, Journal of the Galway Historical and Archaeological Society (1993), 45, 124–54; Lysaght,

Robert Lloyd Praeger, op. cit. (27).
48 Praeger, op. cit. (32).
49 Minutes of the Flora and Fauna Committee, 1893–1934, Royal Irish Academy, Dublin, MS SR/16/B.

50 Moffat, op. cit. (45).

51 Robert Scharff to Colonel Plunkett, internal memo, 11 November 1896, NHA, Box 18.

52 Crooke, op. cit. (21).
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was not shared by Dublin’s intellectual community. Men of science, antiquarians and

politicians could agree in their desire to make Dublin a capital and centre for collections
in its own right. That Scharff saw the British Museum and London as rivals for

obtaining important specimens is made clear by a second series of exchanges. When the

Royal Dublin Society offered the museum a collection but stated that it must be as a
‘ long-term loan’ and stipulated some conditions for display, the director was hesitant

to accept the conditions. Scharff, however, was insistent: ‘The collection referred to is

an exceedingly valuable one and I am afraid if the conditions were refused the collection
might go to London. ’53

While Scharff’s advocacy for the museum was self-interested – as the curator, he

would increase his standing in the scientific community if the museum gained
prestige – he also saw the museum as important to the growth of natural history in

Ireland and lamented the fact that there were not more collectors to contribute to

the museum.54 He argued for the rearrangement of the collections to include,
separate from the general collection, a sequence of Irish fauna which he believed

‘students and collectors as well as the general public would much appreciate’.55

Further, he argued,

The taste for Natural History is decidedly spreading in Ireland, as testified by the increasing
number of Naturalists’ Field Clubs and by [the] success attained by the new monthly magazine
the Irish Naturalist. I am convinced that the rearrangement of the collections as proposed will
still more popularise the Museum and increase attendance.56

Here Scharff saw the rearrangement of the collections and the creation of new exhibits

as key to encouraging public interest in science. While nodding to the interests of the

Department of Science and Art in public education, Scharff was hoping to promote the
development of serious students of natural history.

The museum was closely linked to the RIA’s Flora and Fauna Committee. From its

founding in March 1893 until the 1920s the committee met more often at the museum
than at the RIA.57 Scharff was elected the first chairman and Carpenter the convener.

The group received a modest £50 annual grant from the RIA which it dispensed in small

quantities to individuals or parties of naturalists engaged in research on lesser-known
flora and fauna. Initially the committee resolved to sell the collections to the museum as

a way of continuing to finance itself.58 This was also to be a great boon to the museum

and to Scharff and Carpenter’s agenda for developing the Irish collections. Recognizing
this as a potential loss of benefit to itself, the RIA intervened and claimed the right to

the collections before any could be passed on to the museum.59 Many were indeed

sold to the museum over the life of the committee, but these had to pass through an

53 Robert Scharff to Colonel Plunkett, 29 April 1896, NHA, Box 18.

54 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1896.

55 Robert Scharff to Colonel Plunkett, 24 June 1896, NHA, Box 18.
56 Scharff, op. cit. (55).

57 Minutes of the Flora and Fauna Committee, 1893–1934.

58 Minutes of the Flora and Fauna Committee, 1893–1934, minute of 31 July 1893.

59 Minutes of the Flora and Fauna Committee, 1893–1934, minute of 31 October 1893.
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approval process dictated by the RIA’s Science Committee and the museum was not

automatically given priority.
Scharff and Carpenter were also involved in the Dublin Naturalists’ Field Club and

aided Robert Lloyd Praeger in drawing Ireland’s field clubs into the Irish Field Club

Union (IFCU) in 1894.60 Through the IFCU, large group excursions were made to
locations throughout Ireland. During excursions objects of antiquarian and natural

history interest were noted and collected, and species lists became a frequent

component of the Irish Naturalist.61 Specimens collected at these outings often found
their way to the museum, either for identification or as part of the collections. The

IFCU also encouraged interchange between the clubs through cross-attendance at

meetings, exhibition at conversaziones and guest lecturing.62

Carpenter and Scharff did much to further Irish natural history during their tenure in

Ireland. Their involvement in the many facets of scientific life in Dublin resembles that

of contemporaries in Yorkshire and Belfast. The Yorkshire field naturalist community
was also galvanized and organized around a journal (the Naturalist) and museum

professionals were important in encouraging and participating in both field natural

history and the development of university biology.63 In Belfast the field club, the
philosophical society and the museum all served as locations for encouraging local

natural history study.64 Even in the late nineteenth century, museums played a key part

in the development of natural history as it was transformed into biology and ecology.
Professionals such as Scharff and Carpenter saw themselves as fostering a wider

community of naturalists which included amateurs and students as well as other pro-

fessionals. The museum, therefore, was to provide for all these audiences as well as
potentially expanding them by generating new interest. Ball’s interest in public edu-

cation and Carpenter and Scharff’s interest in the scientific study of Irish natural history

converged in their ideas for rearranging the museum. The Geographical Distribution
and History of Animals cases used pedagogical techniques promoted by Ball, such as

labelling, explanatory guides and an emphasis on narrative. They demonstrated the

scientific ethos of the museum, while also showing the importance and interest of local
studies of nature. By being accessible and scientific, the museum could perhaps inspire a

new crop of Irish naturalists.

Arrangement and display

The focus here is on the History of Animals cases, which provide an opportunity to
analyse how a potentially contentious scientific theory was tailored for public display.

60 R. Lloyd Praeger, ‘ Irish Field Club Union: report of the conference and excursion held at Galway’, Irish
Naturalist (1895), 4, 225–35.
61 Praeger, op. cit. (60).

62 See, for example, ‘Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club’, Irish Naturalist (1896), 5, 52; ‘Dublin Naturalists’

Field Club’, Irish Naturalist (1895), 4, 345–6.
63 S. J. M. M. Alberti, ‘Amateurs and professionals in one county: biology and natural history in late

Victorian Yorkshire’, Journal of the History of Biology (2001), 34, 115–47.

64 Ruth Bayles, ‘Understanding local science: the Belfast Natural History Society in the mid-nineteenth

century’, in Science and Irish Culture: Why the History of Science Matters in Ireland (ed. David Attis and

Charles Mollan), Dublin, 2004, 139–69.
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However, this evolution exhibit was preceded by a larger and complementary series

on geographical distribution. Studies of the geographical distribution of animals
were closely linked to the idea of evolution by natural selection.65 Geographical dis-

tribution was also the concern of anti-Darwinians such as Louis Agassiz, whose

museum had inspired Ball on his visit to America. The distribution of animals through
space and time was a pet interest of Scharff’s and was easily made relevant to the local

naturalist.66

Carpenter began arranging the History of Animals exhibit in 1890. After he had
completed the Geographical Distribution cases to his and Scharff’s satisfaction, he

found that one wall was still available and he suggested illustrating evolution as a way

of filling this space. The Geographical Distribution series had primarily sprung from
Ball’s trip to America, while the new cases were to be Carpenter’s own project. The wall

case available was eighteen feet long, seven feet high and three feet deep, and located

along the eastern wall of the ground floor, next to one of the museum’s entrances.67 The
case was divided into five different vertical sections, each further divided into two parts

by a horizontal shelf. The two large sections delineated by the shelves were further

subdivided (see Figures 2 and 3). The divisions were named by printed labels of differing
font sizes. Each case thus made two discrete ‘points ’ indicated by the largest labels.

As Carpenter told the Museums Association, the labels signified ‘chapters ’ while

specimens, accompanied by smaller labels, designated the lines of the chapters.68 Thus
the first four chapters of the History of Animals exhibit were ‘Animal groups’,

‘Variation’, ‘The struggle for existence’ (with a section on ‘The rate of increase in

numbers’) and ‘Natural selection’ (further divided into ‘Structures for offence and
defence’, ‘Concealment by colour and form’, ‘Protection by warning colour’ and

‘Mimicry’). The final three chapters were ‘Similar parts in different animals ’, ‘Life-

history of individuals’ and ‘Life-history of races ’. In these final three chapters, the
evidences of comparative morphology, developmental biology and the fossil record

were mustered to support the claim of the first four chapters that natural selection has

resulted in the great variety of fauna on Earth.
As Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate, a large number of labels accompanied the relatively

small number of specimens. The twenty-one labels explained each of the terms in great
detail. A progression of reasoning, mimicking that of Darwin’s On the Origin of
Species, was carefully followed throughout.69 ‘Animal groups’ introduces classification

principles necessary in understanding the transformation of species over time and is
followed by a definition of ‘Variation’ as ‘the first great fact which throws light on the

Evolution, or History of Animal Races ’ and which leads to ‘The struggle for existence’.

65 Janet Browne, The Secular Ark: Studies in the History of Biogeography, New Haven, 1983; Peter
J. Bowler, Evolution: The History of an Idea, 3rd edn, Berkeley, 2003.

66 Robert Francis Scharff, European Animals : Their Geological History and Geographical Distribution,
London, 1907.

67 Carpenter, op. cit. (4); George Herbert Carpenter, ‘The re-arrangement of the natural history collec-
tions in the Science and Art Museum, Dublin’, Report of the Proceedings of the Museums Association (1899),

37–44.

68 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 110–11.

69 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, London, 1985 (Penguin Classics edn; first published 1859).

Irish natural history and Darwinism at the Dublin Science and Art Museum 423



Figure 2. First three sections of the History of Animals display, photographed in 1894 (composite of NMINH PG 93, 95, 96). f National
Museum of Ireland.
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Natural selection is defined as the result of the struggle for existence which ‘kills off the
unfit and preserves the fit ’ and is ‘the chief means by which the different groups of

animals have been separated off from each other, successive generations through long

ages having become more and more fit for their special mode of life, and so having
diverged more and more from their common ancestors’.70 The specimens depict the

ideas described in the text. Thus a label indicates that ‘The Sparrow-Hawk killing the

thrush, and the spider catching the fly [seen just below the words ‘the struggle for
existence’ in the second cabinet], are examples of those animals which live by preying

upon others ’ and goes on to describe how both predator and prey evolve in competition

with each other.71 In short, the display represents a Darwinian primer, edited especially
for the museum’s Irish audience.

Didactic Darwinsim

One characteristic of this late Victorian Irish audience was probably some scepticism, if

not utter loathing, of Darwinism. Recent historiography has challenged the traditional
view that natural selection was widely accepted by the end of the nineteenth century.72

Various authors have demonstrated that a complex array of compromise theories

Figure 3. Final two cases of the History of Animals display, photographed in 1894 (composite of
NMINH PG 97, 98). f National Museum of Ireland.

70 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 129.

71 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 129.

72 Peter J. Bowler, The Non-Darwinian Revolution, Baltimore, MD, 1992.
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existed in scientific and lay communities well into the twentieth century.73 The Irish

response to Darwinism has received considerably less scholarly attention than have
responses in Britain and America. However, research indicates that Darwinism was

challenged, rejected, modified and assimilated to different degrees by different groups.74

For example, Jones has demonstrated that there was strong anti-Darwinian sentiment
among members of the Catholic hierarchy, but that other Catholics accommodated the

idea of evolution in some form.75 Livingstone has shown a similar degree of variation

among Northern Presbyterians, especially in the aftermath of John Tyndall’s 1874
speech to the British Association in Belfast.76 Until this point, as Livingstone and Jones

have suggested, there was a minimum of confrontation. The explicit linking of

Darwinism with materialism, in a public forum, was too much for many religious
leaders to bear in silence.

Perhaps most relevant to the History of Animals exhibit was the fact that the teaching

of Darwinian evolution became a point of controversy at the end of the nineteenth
century. Control of education was hotly contested in Ireland. Darwinians such as T. H.

Huxley attempted to limit the influence of the Catholic hierarchy, especially on scien-

tific education.77 Calls to reform Irish university education in a way which was sensitive
to Catholics raised alarm about the possible censure of science, especially evolutionary

science.78 For Huxley, Tyndall and their supporters in Ireland, Darwinian evolution

provided added justification for a secularization of scientific education. For some
religious leaders, Darwinism posed a threat to the public morality. For others, a means

of accommodating both faith and evolution could be found. Within the Irish scientific

community, similar divisions existed. Samuel Haughton (1821–97), Professor of
Geology at Trinity College, Dublin, completely rejected Darwinism on the basis of faith

and science.79 John Joly (1857–1933) took the chair of geology in 1887, and later

claimed that the teaching of Darwinism could not be extricated from the teaching of

73 See, for example, A. Desmond, ‘Artisan resistance and evolution in Britain, 1819–1848’, Osiris (1987),
3, 77–110; Jones, ‘Contested Territories ’, op. cit. (27); David Livingstone, Darwin’s Forgotten Defenders :
The Encounter between Evangelical Theory and Evolutionary Thought, Grand Rapids, MI, 1987; James

R. Moore, The Post-Darwinian Controversies: A Study of the Protestant Struggle to Come to Terms with
Darwin in Great Britain and America, Cambridge, 1979; Ronald N. Numbers and John Stenhouse (eds.),

Disseminating Darwinism, Cambridge, 2001; J. Scowen, ‘A study in the historical geography of an idea:
Darwinism in Edinburgh 1859–75’, Scottish Geographical Magazine (1998), 114, 148–56; Robert M. Young,

Darwin’s Metaphor: Nature’s Place in Victorian Culture, Cambridge, 1985.

74 For Irish reactions to Darwinism see Thomas Duddy, A History of Irish Thought, London, 2002;
Thomas Duddy (ed.) The Irish Response to Darwinism, 6 vols., Bristol, 2003; Jones, ‘Catholicism,

nationalism and science’, op. cit. (27); idem, ‘Contested territories’, op. cit. (27); Greta Jones, ‘Scientists

against home rule’, in Defenders of the Union: A Survey of British and Irish Unionism since 1801 (ed. D.

George Boyce and Alan O’Day), London, 2001, 188–208; idem, ‘Darwinism in Ireland’, Science and Irish
Culture (2004), 1, 115–38; David Livingstone, ‘Darwin in Belfast: the evolution debate’, inNature in Ireland
(ed. John Wilson Foster), Dublin, 1997, 387–408.

75 Jones, ‘Darwinism in Ireland’, op. cit. (74).

76 Livingstone, op. cit. (74).
77 Jones, ‘Scientists against home rule’, op. cit. (74).

78 Jones, ‘Darwinism in Ireland’, op. cit. (74).

79 See, for example, S. Haughton, ‘The history of the Earth and of its inhabitants’, Dublin University
Magazine (1861), 58, 105–13. See also Jones, ‘Darwinism in Ireland’, op. cit. (74).
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geology.80 By the close of the century there was at least a small coterie of Dublin

Darwinians which included members of the museum’s staff, staff of the anthropo-
metrics laboratory at Trinity College and staff from the Royal College of Science.81 The

creation of the History of Animals exhibit and the published work of Scharff and

Carpenter indicate that they were Darwinians. They supported the idea not only of
evolution, but of evolution by natural selection.82 The exhibit confirms, as Jones has

argued, that a significant portion of Dublin’s scientific elite were advocates of

Darwinism.83 Significantly, these elites also controlled the Dublin Naturalists’ Field
Club and, through it, influenced the Irish Field Club Union.84

The Dublin Natural History Museum’s new exhibit was floated into the somewhat

treacherous waters of evolutionary thought in Ireland. Different responses to
Darwinism by groups within Ireland can give some understanding of how the exhibit

might have been approached by the audience. The exhibit’s content indicates that the

curators were aware of potential flashpoints and attempted to avoid them. Their goal
was not to generate controversy, but to promote the importance of Irish natural history

and to suggest the role of the Dublin museum within this field of enquiry. While other

studies have shown the variety of responses to Darwinism, this study shows how this
exhibit mobilized Darwinism as a justification for interest in Irish natural history.

The cases that contained the History of Animals exhibit clearly claimed that this

history was one of evolution. By excluding other theories of the origin of the Earth’s
fauna, the museum staff endorsed natural selection as the only explanation for evol-

ution. However, by failing to mention Darwin by name, they were able to disentangle

natural selection from the materialism that dogged Darwinism. In addition, by using a
majority of contemporary natural history objects (fossils were only seen in one cabinet)

they were able to link natural selection to the modern study of natural history, rather

than to the ancient origins of the Earth. The exhibit was entitled ‘History of Animals ’
rather than ‘Evolution’, indicating the staff’s level of caution. The labels also

occasionally used progressive terminology, even while explaining natural selection. For

example, under the heading ‘Instincts for defence’ the viewer is informed that ‘ in the
higher groups of each great class of animals the struggle for existence becomes less

selfish, and the social instincts and care for young become more and more developed’.85

The final cabinet, which tells of the ‘Life-history of races ’, contains a label entitled

‘Progress’ which discusses the evolution of snails over geological time and is put in

opposition to ‘Descent without modification’.86

80 Jones, ‘Scientists against home rule’, op. cit. (74).

81 Jones, ‘Darwinism in Ireland’, op. cit. (74).
82 See, for example, G. H. Carpenter, ‘A deceptive caterpillar’, Irish Naturalist (1893), 2, 279–82; idem,

‘Mingling of the North and South’, Irish Naturalist (1896), 5, 57–68; R. F. Scharff, ‘On the origin of the

European fauna’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy (1897), 4, 427–514; idem, op. cit. (66).

83 Jones, ‘Darwinism in Ireland’, op. cit. (74).
84 Lysaght, Robert Lloyd Praeger, op. cit. (27); Collins, op. cit. (47).
85 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 131.

86 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 139. Interestingly, a recent book by Tony Bennett cites this label as support for

Bennett’s view of ‘evolutionary museums’ around the turn of the century. These museums, Bennett argues,
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Finally, although the cases hinted that all higher animals had descended from a

common, single-celled organism, man was noticeably left out. The label titled ‘Life-
history of individuals ’ stated, ‘As each individual higher animal springs from a single

cell, so it is believed that all the races of higher animals have sprung from protozoan

ancestors. ’87 No mention was made of humans or human evolution in any of the cases
and the use of the word animal when discussing a protozoan ancestry allowed the

viewer to choose to see man as an exception, just as did many avowed Darwinian

evolutionists. The ancestry of man, as Darwin had realized, was definitively the most
controversial aspect of his theory.88 The presence of Alfred Cort Haddon in Scharff and

Carpenter’s circle makes this absence all the more notable. Haddon and Daniel John

Cunningham, a Trinity College anatomist, were involved in a study of the Aran
Islanders during the 1890s. Through this enterprise Haddon and Cunningham pro-

moted an evolutionary view of the history of Celtic man just as the museum staff were

promoting one for the Irish flora and fauna. Indeed it is argued that Haddon made his
transition from zoology to anthropology through his work in Ireland.89 Haddon’s work

was printed in the Irish Naturalist, but perhaps Scharff and Carpenter worried that the

museum’s wider audience would not view the evolution of man sympathetically. The
curators’ caution confirms that while ‘evolution’ was an acceptable term and area of

study, ‘Darwinsim’ was still viewed with fear and scepticism in late Victorian Ireland.

This leaves open the question of why Scharff and Carpenter wished to promote the idea
of evolution by natural selection in the museum at all. Aside from their own evident

belief in the theory, Darwinian evolution offered two other significant attractions. First,

Scharff and Carpenter viewed evolution as standard foundational knowledge for the
student of natural history. Second, the emphasis of natural selection on the effects of the

local environment reinforced the importance of local studies of nature.

Education and the future of Irish natural history

The History of Animals exhibit was overtly educational. George Carpenter noted that

the exhibit was an attempt to ‘ teach, by means of our collections, the leading facts of

Animal Distribution and the main factors in Animal Evolution’.90 This teaching of
evolution was important, Carpenter continued, because these facts were ‘so familiar

now to all naturalists, but still so strange to many otherwise well-informed persons ’.91

The display ‘taught’ visitors by providing an introduction to the museum and to
natural history in general which was organized in the form of a book. Visual and spatial

messages were supplemented by text in guidebooks and oral lectures.

used labels to encourage visitors to absorb a view of progress as slow and inevitable. See Tony Bennett, Pasts
Beyond Memory: Evolution, Museums, Colonialism, London, 2004.

87 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 137.
88 Adrian Desmond and James Moore, Darwin, London, 1991.
89 Jones, ‘Contested territories’, op. cit. (27).

90 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 106. Added emphasis.

91 Carpenter, op. cit. (4).
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The simplified language, emphasis on living animals and contemporary science not

only prevented accusations of materialism, they also allowed the cases to serve as
elementary training for the potential inductee naturalist. Plunkett in 1897 emphasized

this role of the exhibit stating that ‘nothing more advantageous to those commencing

the study of natural history can be imagined’.92 To this end, the cases began at the
elementary level of scientific classification, introducing the terms ‘species’, ‘genus’ and

‘family’ (note the first case in Figure 2). The majority of specimens were common

animals the visitor might have recognized, thus making the explanations of physical
differences easier to understand and see. The specimens gave physical form to the ideas

expressed and offered a brief tutorial in observation skills by narrowing the differences

between animal groups to observable physical traits. Cases on mimicry and offensive
and defensive structures showed the beginner what traits of a specimen might be

interesting or valuable in their ability to contribute to broader scientific ideas about

animal life.
The History of Animals exhibit served Ball’s aim of providing a narrative for the

entire museum, which he believed would make the collections more instructive for

the casual visitor and student.93 Placed on the ground floor, near one entrance to
the museum, it was the first exhibit encountered by anyone entering the museum

fromMerrion Square (see Figure 4). After learning about evolution on the ground floor

of the museum, visitors could then seek out examples of Darwin’s tenets in the rest
of the cases. Once these cases were established, it seemed even more pressing

properly to order the remainder of the collection. Unlike many other museums of

the nineteenth century, at the time of the History of Animals exhibit the Dublin
Natural History Museum had not been arranged as a progressive series from lowest to

highest organism. This work was completed after the evolution cases were finished, at

the same time as the Irish specimens were gathered together on the ground floor.
The progressive series was organized backwards, with the visitor encountering

the largest and most highly developed mammals first, in the first-floor hall, and

proceeding to the upper balconies to view the simplest forms of life last.94 Once this
work was completed, while reinforcing the discredited scala naturae to a certain

extent, the museum’s organization allowed the keen visitor to view homologies
between complex and simple organisms as evidence for common origins rather

than Creative wisdom. The use of an introductory set of cases was perhaps inspired

by Flower’s use of the entrance hall to the Natural History Museum in South
Kensington. Flower filled the space with a series of displays which gave the primary

characteristics of each class of animal the visitor would encounter in the rest of the

museum.95

In addition to tying all the specimens in the museum together, the evolution cases

furthered the cause of public education by adhering to the most up-to-date views of

92 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1897.
93 Ball, op. cit. (36).

94 O’Riordan, op. cit. (24); Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, 1899.
95 William T. Stearn, The Natural HistoryMuseum at South Kensington: A History of the British Museum

(Natural History) 1753–1980, London, 1981.
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museum curatorship and didactic display for the time. Thus Flower’s ‘new museum

idea’ was clearly demonstrated in the preponderance of labels and the limited number
of specimens per case, each of which was dictated by the text of its label. It was the

labels, not the specimens, that directed the visitor from one idea to the next. The

specimens illustrated the words just as the images in a book illustrate the text.
Carpenter emphasized the exhibit’s resemblance to a book in his discussions of the

cases, saying that they should be ‘read’ from left to right and that they are divided

into ‘columns’ representing different ‘chapters ’.96 Exhibits arranged in order to imitate
the layout of a textbook were assumed to aid the audience who, although

perhaps unfamiliar with the material presented, would be familiar with learning

from a book and would therefore find a museum orientated to this style of
learning easier to understand. This arrangement demonstrates Ball and Carpenter’s

interest in using the museum to ‘teach’. Given the proximity of the Royal College of

Science and Trinity College, Dublin, as well as the movement of staff members between
these institutions, it is unsurprising that teaching was one of the museum’s primary

concerns.

Figure 4. Plan of the exhibits in the Dublin Natural History Museum, 1899, from Proceedings of
the Museums Association, 1899.

96 Carpenter, op. cit. (4), 110–11.
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Furthering the educational function of the cases were printed guides and lectures. The

museum had begun printing these guides in 1887 and they highlighted the curators ’
desire to cater to multiple audiences. Some guides addressed the most scientific

naturalists, providing only lists of Irish species and noting those present in the

museum.97 Others gave basic information on classification, described exhibits in
some detail and could act as a paper tour. In this category were ‘general guides ’ and

‘halfpenny guides’. The third edition of the General Guide to the Science and Art
Museum was printed in 1892 and cost the visitor threepence. A large paragraph was
devoted to the History of Animals exhibit, listing the main points which the viewer was

expected to derive from examination of the cases. Despite the cases ’ and the guide’s

clear emphasis on Darwinian evolution a nod was given to the traditional progressive
view of the evolution of animals stating that in the cases could be seen animals ‘which

have risen higher and higher in the scale of creation’.98 While threepence was certainly

inexpensive and assumed a relatively wide audience for the guide and thus the exhibit,
there was a cheaper guide. The halfpenny guide simply pointed out the existence of the

cases with little allusion to their content.99 These guides give an idea of the intended

audience for the History of Animals cases – probably not the poorest visitors, who
would have bought the halfpenny guide, but those with some limited knowledge of

natural history. Through manipulating their displays, Scharff and Carpenter were

hoping to generate greater interest among an educated Dublin middle class who might
make suitable future naturalists and field club members.

Also directed at an educated audience was the series of Museum Demonstrations

introduced in 1896 by the new director, Colonel Plunkett, as a component of a new
educational programme for the museum. Plunkett’s programme also included lending

boxes of small specimens to schools and a variety of larger ones to provincial Irish

towns attempting to start museums.100 Carpenter’s lecture, evoked at the start of this
paper, was one component of this programme. Over the programme’s short life

Carpenter and Scharff used the museum’s cases to introduce their audience to such

subjects as ‘Animal geography’, ‘ Irish birds of prey’ and ‘Some extinct beasts ’.101 Many
of these lectures were reproduced in the newspaper columns, sometimes in their

entirety.102 One or more tickets for each lecture were reserved for a journalist and
Scharff expressed pleasure at the positive press coverage which they gave the

museum.103

In addition to being educational, the exhibit also had to be scientifically sound.
To this end, as already pointed out, Carpenter chose his ‘chapters’ to resemble those of

97 Alfred Cort Haddon,Guide to the Natural History Department. Series II. Invertebrate Animals. Part I:
Recent Invertebrates, Dublin, 1887.
98 General Guide to the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, 3rd edn, Dublin, 1892, 18.

99 Short Guide to the Collections, Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1897.

100 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, 1896. This was a practice initiated by

the Liverpool Museum in 1884 and subsequently promoted by the Museums Association. See Lewis, op.
cit. (15).

101 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, 1896–9.
102 ‘The museum demonstrations’, op. cit. (1).

103 Report of the Director of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, 1896.
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Origin closely. Given the interest in emulating books then expressed by curators, one

can well imagine Carpenter preparing his exhibit plan with a copy of Origin open in
front of him; this very idea was suggested in a paper at the 1896 Museums Association

meeting. In the paper, F. A. Bather of the British Museum urged that Darwin ought to

be required reading for all museum curators and that they ought to strive to cultivate
scientific ideas as well as preserving scientific specimens.104 Bather was convinced that

the average curator was so completely overrun by the pressure of preserving and

acquiring specimens that he ceased to be a scientist and was thus less sympathetic to the
needs of science. Carpenter and Scharff were certainly not guilty of neglecting scientific

work. The History of Animals exhibit served to promote the type of scientific natural

history fieldwork in which they themselves participated. However, they would have
agreed with those who joined the discussion of Bather’s paper to question whether ‘the

only object of a museum was to further original research’.105

Interested though they were in the scientific use of museums generally, Carpenter and
Scharff were particularly sympathetic to the needs of Irish science. Among these needs

was a desire to overcome the paucity of native collectors. This problem was often

bemoaned in the Irish Naturalist and noted by the museum’s Board of Visitors, who
commented that additions to the Irish series were ‘mainly due to the individual efforts

of the members of the staff’ because of ‘the almost total absence of native collectors’.106

Even among the limited Irish collectors, ignorance of the museum’s existence was also a
problem. As late as 1899 Scharff was receiving letters from an Irishman who had never

heard of the museum.107 Thus the exhibit aided the cause of Irish natural history in two

ways: first, the publicity which the rearrangements generated in the newspaper made
certain that naturalists outside Dublin were aware of the museum; second, perhaps

most importantly, it harnessed the museum to an introductory course in the study of

natural history.
The illustration of modern biological theory in the History of Animals cases offered

visitors to the museum a more expansive view of natural history. Collecting for its own

sake was no longer a valid amusement in the age of more scientific natural history
study. Yet collectors were desperately needed to fill gaps in the museum’s Irish sequence

as well as to complete a natural history of Ireland. The museum staff hoped that
viewing their activities as part of a larger and grander project might inspire new col-

lectors or galvanize the energy of the old. In the Irish Naturalist Scharff described how

simple but careful observations on even the most minor of natural history objects could
be an aid to the advancement of science. Writing about the practice of collecting shells,

he told his readers,

The collecting of land and freshwater shells might be thought by some to be a rather aimless
amusement, from which little scientific truth could be obtained, but it must be borne in mind
that the vast majority of animal remains found [as] fossil[s] in rocks are shells, and that a good

104 F. A. Bather, ‘Howmaymuseums best retard the advance of science?’Report of the Proceedings of the
Museums Association (1896), 92–105.

105 Bather, op. cit. (104), 104.

106 Report of the Board of Visitors of the Science and Art Museum, Dublin, Dublin, 1891.

107 A. Curry to Colonel Plunkett, 29 July 1899, NHA, Box 11.
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knowledge of recent forms will help us to identify the fossil ones. The age of rocks in different
places is almost altogether determined by the nature of the fossils contained in them, and, by
tracing certain species through a series of geological strata in a number of places, we are able
to learn a good deal as to the origin of the species, and the cause of their present distribution.108

Scharff and Carpenter were deeply involved with the field club movement in Ireland
and together with Robert Lloyd Praeger helped to organize the Irish Field Club Union

(IFCU), which held triennial conferences and excursions to facilitate exchange of ideas
and contacts between naturalists in the clubs in Dublin, Belfast, Limerick and Cork.

The museum saw itself as serving an important role in this movement. An exchange of

lecturers between clubs was set up through the ICFU. By this arrangement, the efforts of
the clubs could be further assimilated to and homogenized with the agenda of Dublin’s

elite, a group which now included the Belfast naturalist Robert Lloyd Praeger.

Carpenter lectured to his own Dublin field club and to that in Belfast on the role of
local field studies in advancing science. His lecture was subsequently reprinted in the

Irish Naturalist. Carpenter emphasized that local species lists were only important

because they contributed to a history of animals. ‘Who is the better or the wiser for
knowing that some weed or beetle has been found in a county – or an island – where it

had not been found before?’, he asked.109 No one, unless ‘each step towards a more

complete knowledge of the geographical distribution of animals or plants is a step
towards a more complete knowledge of the past history of the species he has studied, of

their original home, their emigrations and immigrations, their advances and retreats’.110

This process of collating and developing an understanding of the history of animals,
however, took place in the museum. The complementary nature of field club and

museum activities was the subject of a second lecture by Carpenter to the IFCU in 1901.

He highlighted how the museum offered its assistance to all naturalists, not simply
those residing in Dublin, through the identification of specimens as well as by serving as

a location for self-education. The museum was not static, but constantly changing in

order to serve as ‘a means for interesting and educating the people who pass
through’.111 In exchange for this service, Carpenter asked naturalists to participate in

enriching the museum by the thoughtful collection of specimens. Thus the museum was

to serve a similar function to Latour’s centres of calculation, identifying and making
meaningful the objects collected by the field naturalists.112

By the time Carpenter was speaking to the Irish Field Club Union in 1901, the

Natural History Museum had been almost completely rearranged for a second time.
The chaos of which he had spoken in his Museum Demonstration had been resolved

into a ground floor devoted to the Geographical Distribution series, the evolution cases

and the sequence of Irish fauna. Depending on which entrance were used, visitors had
to pass through the evolution cases to view the Irish specimens or the Irish display to

108 Robert Francis Scharff, ‘The Irish land and freshwater mollusca’, Irish Naturalist (1892), 1, 45–7, 46.
109 Carpenter, ‘Mingling of the North and South’, op. cit. (82), 58.
110 Carpenter, ‘Mingling of the North and South’, op. cit. (82), 58.

111 George Henry Carpenter, ‘The Dublin Museum and Irish Naturalists’, Irish Naturalist (1901), 10,
157–61, 158.

112 Bruno Latour, Science in Action, Cambridge, MA, 1987.
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view the evolution cases (see Figure 4). This arrangement promoted the importance of

Darwin’s theory of evolution in the practice of local natural history, a link which
Carpenter had noted in his lectures to the field clubs.

Conclusions

Late nineteenth-century museums were competing with laboratories for a role which

had previously been theirs : that of education and a research home for the study of

nature. The Dublin Natural History Museum, led by Valentine Ball, Robert Scharff and
George Carpenter, became just such a home for the cultivation of Irish natural history,

and the History of Animals exhibit was a key component of this project. The museum

acted as a showcase for the ideas and goals of Ireland’s last natural history movement of
the nineteenth century. The staff were part of a closely knit network of naturalists who

worked together on the RIA’s Flora and Fauna Committee, went collecting together

with other members of the Dublin Naturalists’ Field Club, magnified specimens
together at the Microscopical Club, and published their findings through the RIA, the

RDS and the Irish Naturalist. Far from being left out of this late blossoming of Irish

natural history fieldwork, themuseum took centre stage. Its English curators took leading
roles in promoting the goals of this group of naturalists, one of which was the pro-

motion of ‘Irish’ natural history. Ball, Scharff and Carpenter’s alterations of the Dublin

Natural History Museum represented not only their individual ideas but the aspirations
of this group.By its selection, arrangementandplacementwithin themuseum, theHistory

of Animals exhibit reiterated many of these aspirations in visual form. In addition, by

presenting the merits of the theory in simple terms, the display invited the visitor to
participate in building an Irish natural history guided by the tenets of evolution. To a

certain extent, this aspiration was achieved within the context of the field clubs whose

local species lists contributed to an integrated understanding of the history of Ireland’s
fauna. However, it was Scharff, as director of the museum, who developed a theory

which made use of the various scattered facts collected by the local naturalists. In his

papers and books on the origin of the European fauna, he made Ireland his central
example arguing for a series of pre-glacial land connections between the continent and

the British Isles.113 The proceedings of the field clubs indicate that religious awe,

socializing and outdoor enjoyment remained important motivations for most other
members.114 This impression is supported by the cautious way in which Carpenter’s

address on the importance of evolution to field study was received in Belfast.115

Controversially, Carpenter suggested that Darwin’s Origin of Species might also
offer some perspective on the Anglo-Irish political struggle:

Looking back to a past, distant though less remote, we may regard our animals and plants as
travellers which at different times and by various roads have come to the spot where we now

113 Scharff, op. cit. (82); idem, op. cit. (66).
114 See, for example, Rev. John Andrew, ‘Some thoughts on the development theory of creation’,

Proceedings of the Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club, 1880–1887 (1888), 2, 118–19. See also Jones, ‘Darwinism in

Ireland’, op. cit. (74).

115 ‘Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club’, Irish Naturalist (1896), 5, 52.
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find them; as members of armies whose battles for the possession of our fair land have been
fought through ages, compared with whose length the duration of the struggle of Teuton with
Celt had been but as a day.116

Thus the study of Ireland’s natural history might lead the way to a more peaceable
Ireland, where political disagreements could be diminished by their relative brevity in

geological time.

Scharff was never satisfied that the Irish series was complete. He continued to press
the cause of Irish natural history in his reports to the Department of Science and Art, the

Irish Naturalist, the Royal Irish Academy and the Royal Dublin Society. His writings

in the Irish Naturalist gave hints for collecting, his discourses to the RIA and RDS
proposed funding for new areas of research into Irish flora and fauna. While not all

naturalists in Ireland at this time were followers of Darwinian evolution, field study had

been forever changed by Darwin’s hypothesis.117 For the new generation of scientifically
trained naturalists, this meant that all research must fit into a broader scheme. Every

small contribution could be mapped onto an existing framework of ideas about species

and offered as evidence of the processes of change or stasis in the natural world. This
was the modern biology which Scharff and Carpenter wanted the average person to be

acquainted with. Acquaintance with this, they believed, would allow the most amateur

of collectors to participate in the creation of a professional community devoted to Irish
natural history.

Just as the evolution cases were one aspect of a museum-wide interest in promoting

Irish natural history, the museum was only one component of a broader movement to
record and preserve the natural and cultural history of Ireland. The late nineteenth

century saw the growth of the field clubs, galvanized by Robert Lloyd Praeger. The

Royal Society (of London), the Royal Irish Academy and the Royal Dublin Society were
each actively involved in the sponsorship of collecting trips in Ireland, with particular

attention being paid to deep-sea dredging and the west.118 An interesting overlap

emerged between natural and cultural objects, as Haddon conducted anthropological
studies of the Aran Islanders and scholarly interest in reviving the Irish language

grew. The west drew naturalists and antiquities-hunters alike in the search for hitherto

unexplored territory.119

The History of Animals exhibit illustrates a number of tensions existing in the

scientific community of late Victorian Ireland. Men of science working in Ireland were

eager to establish the country as an independent area for scientific study and the many
scientific institutions there as representing national rather than provincial concerns. The

study of Irish natural history could appeal to Unionists and Nationalists alike, by taking

its lead from British science but discovering a uniquely Irish flora and fauna. Likewise,
‘amateurs’ and ‘professionals ’ could both have a role in the natural history movement

through either collection or leadership. The staff of the Dublin Natural History

Museum sought to educate and unite Ireland’s diverse community of naturalists in the

116 Carpenter, ‘Mingling of the North and South’, op. cit. (82), 68.

117 David Elliston Allen, The Naturalist in Britain: A Social History, 2nd edn, Princeton, NJ, 1994.

118 See Collins, op. cit. (47).

119 Lysaght, Robert Lloyd Praeger, op. cit. (27); Collins, op. cit. (47).
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detailed and scientific study of Ireland. Perhaps the intensive surveys of Lambay and

Clare Island in the early twentieth century can be seen as the ultimate achievement of
these goals.120 Yet like Ireland’s political climate, the goals and aspirations of a Dublin

elite were often more in tune with developments in London than with those in provin-

cial Ireland. The relatively gentlemanly and professional Dublin Naturalists’ Field Club
could agree on the importance of Darwinian evolution, but this was not necessarily

mimicked by partners around the country. The Belfast club, with its large group of

middle-class amateurs, did not necessarily see the relevance of evolution to field club
activities. The process of mapping field club findings onto a history of Irish animals was

left to Dublin’s elite, a task which Scharff embraced.

Thanks to the History of Animals exhibit, close to five hundred thousand visitors a
year (if the museum’s figures are to be trusted) viewed a popularization of Darwin’s

theory of evolution by natural selection. It is difficult to retrieve what the average visitor

took away from this experience. However, shortly after the exhibit was completed, the
Museums Association met in Dublin for the first time. The delegates from British

museums (and one American museum) had special tours of Dublin’s institutions and

passed a day presenting papers on various subjects related to the function and running
of museums. Carpenter’s paper on the History of Animals exhibit was attended with

particular interest. One delegate remarked, ‘A most prolific idea for the future is

thrown out by this paper. How are the main ideas in modern science to be presented in
the best possible way?’121 The delegate articulated very well the hopes of the curators

embodied in the History of Animals exhibit. Despite the implication of the title, the

exhibit was very much about the future – the future of museums in keeping pace with
scientific development and the future of natural history in Ireland.

120 Collins, op. cit. (47).

121 Carpenter, op. cit. (4).
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