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ABSTRACT: A bibliographical description and a publishing history of Edward Forbes’s A
History of British Starfishes and Other Animals of the Class Echinodermata, printed by Samuel
Bentley and published by John Van Voorst, are presented, correcting and expanding the
previously existing very brief notes. The monograph, dated simply 1841 on its title‐page, was
originally issued in six parts between 1 October 1840 and 15 June 1841. Precise knowledge of
the dating and content of each part is crucial, since the work makes available two new family‐
names, two new genus‐names and eleven new species‐names, while also proposing 23 new
nomenclatorial combinations. The question of taxonomic validities is not addressed herein
(although five papers that include new echinoderm names were published by other authors
during 1840), but descriptions of the contents and collational formulae of each part (based on
five of them in original wrappers that have just been discovered) provide exact day‐dates for
publication of the constituent new taxa and nomenclatural acts. All the persons who produced
the 122 illustrations are identified; they comprise the artists (Forbes himself, who also drew
most of the figures on the wood; Joshua Alder; George Joseph Bell; Catharine Johnston; John
Templeton; William Thompson; and John Thornhill junior) and the wood‐engraver (John
Bastin). A History of British Starfishes exemplifies Forbes’s great artistic range, from
scientifically accurate drawings through dramatic fantasies to whimsical characters, which
complements the mix of scientific and occasionally humorous literary style that he employed
for this nevertheless scholarly work.
KEYWORDS: echinoderms, echiurans, Edward Forbes, parts‐issues, priapulids, publication
dates, publishing history, sipunculans, wood‐engravings.
INTRODUCTION

In common with other Victorian science publishers, John Van Voorst (18041898) issued
many zoological and botanical monographs serially in parts (Williams, 2004), usually issuing
the consolidated volume(s) simultaneously with the final part (e.g., Williams, 1981). This
practice has often led to confusion regarding the publication dates of new taxa established
therein, because some taxonomists, perhaps not being aware of the original parts‐issues of
particular monographs, have apparently been misled by the sometimes spurious publication
dates printed on the title‐pages of consolidated volumes. Since very few of Van Voorst’s
monographs in original parts with dated wrappers can be traced, even in the great national
and university libraries, the publishing history of parts‐issues often needs to be
reconstructed from contemporary external dated evidence (for instance, letters between
author, publisher and printer; book‐trade periodicals; citations in other publications; and
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literature reviews). Therefore the discovery of
any surviving parts of any monograph in
original wrappers is a rare and important
event, since it can often provide direct
evidence of the exact publication date of each
part of the letterpress and any associated
illustrations.
Although sets, or partial sets, of the
original parts of some works published in Van
Voorst’s “Natural History of the British Isles”
series are known, I have been unable to trace
any for A History of British Starfishes and Other
Animals of the Class Echinodermata (Forbes, 1841
[18401841]) by Edward Forbes (Figure 1).
Exact dating and precise knowledge of the
contents of each part are essential because of
the new taxa and new nomenclatorial
combinations introduced in this work. Such
information is particularly important because
other taxonomic and faunistic works on
various echinoderms (Müller & Troschel,
1840a, 1840b; Thompson, 1840a, 1840b; Gray,
1840) appeared in the same year that
publication
of
Forbes’s
monograph
commenced. Recently, I obtained five of the
six parts in original wrappers, and the
following account, which expands the
previous very brief notes by Bell (1890),
Figure 1. Edward Forbes (1815‐1854) (frontispiece
Woodward (1904) and Sherborn (1922), now
of Wilson & Geikie, 1861; photo by R. B. Williams).
provides a more exact knowledge of the dates
of included new taxa and nomenclatural acts
than has hitherto been possible. The opportunity is also taken to examine the publishing
history of the book, and the sources, artists, and wood‐engraver of the illustrations. The
figures, some of which were remarkably innovative for a scientific monograph, provide early
examples of Forbes’s great artistic range.
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL DESCRIPTION

Forbes’s monograph, hereafter referred to as British Starfishes, was available on two sizes
of paper, demy octavo and royal octavo, printed by Samuel Bentley, Bangor House, Shoe
Lane, London (see Brown, 1982 for further details of this printer). There are no plates, but
122 wood‐engravings were printed within the letterpress.
Although Bell (1890), Woodward (1904) and Sherborn (1922) clearly knew that British
Starfishes was published serially, none of them provided a complete account of the exact date
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and composition of each part.1 Bell omitted the compositions and misdated part VI;
Woodward gave the months, but omitted the days of publication, and provided an
incomplete composition for part VI; Sherborn omitted the compositions, merely giving the
dates of the cumulated pages as 1840 and 1841.
Compositions of the parts
British Starfishes was originally intended to be published in four parts, but it
progressively expanded to six (see below). Each part was priced at 2s. 6d. (demy paper) or 5s.
(royal paper). The batches of gatherings are sewn through their folds (not stab‐sewn), within
single brownish‐grey wrappers. The following list of contents is based upon a partial set of
five of the six parts in the demy size, the composition of the missing part II being inferred
from parts I and III, and the consolidated volume.
For each part, the collational formula, pagination and number of leaves are:
Part I: BD8; pp. [1]48; 24 leaves.
Part II: EG8; pp. 4996; 24 leaves.
Part III: HK8; pp. 97144; 24 leaves.2
Part IV: LN8; pp. 145192; 24 leaves.
Part V: OQ8; pp. 193240; 24 leaves.
Part VI: RS8 a8 b2; pp. 241[272], [i]xx; 26 leaves.
Demy leaf size, all edges uncut: 221 × 143 mm (shape ratio 1.55).
Dates of the parts
The previous brief notes by Bell (1890: 473), Woodward (1904: 591) and Sherborn (1922:
liv) on the dating of British Starfishes seem to have been based on a combination of second‐
hand information and conjecture. Apparently, none of those authors ever saw any parts‐
wrappers, and I have been unable to find any current evidence for the survival of any
original parts in libraries.
During examination of sets of parts of other Van Voorst monographs, I have observed
that occasionally some later parts had been issued in wrappers printed for previous parts,
the original part‐numbers and dates having been amended in manuscript by the publisher.
This is also the case for the present set; the last two parts are in earlier wrappers with the
original part numbers and dates corrected (e.g. Figure 2). It is quite likely that other sets of
British Starfishes parts were issued in the same way. However, the combinations of particular
parts of text and amended wrappers may have been different from those of the present set,
depending on what spare wrappers came to hand, but no other sets are currently available
for comparison.

Although Sherborn (1922: liv) recorded extremely brief details in his bibliography, he subsequently provided
a part number and month‐date (without evidence, and not derivable from his bibliography) for each genus
and species published in British Starfishes (see Sherborn, 1922‐1933).
2 Signature J is omitted, as is usual in the printers’ alphabet for signing gatherings of leaves (see Williams,
2012).
1

ISSN 2045–4651

360BB94F‐43AA‐4EEB‐B78F‐802BAD4F6C07

Published 9 December 2015

R. B. Williams

4

Zoological Bibliography 2015 3(1)

Figure 2. Front wrapper (brownish‐grey) of part V of British Starfishes; actually a part I
wrapper corrected in manuscript (photo by R. B. Williams).
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Figure 3. Front wrapper (brownish‐grey) of part III of British Starfishes (photo by R. B.
Williams).
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The publication dates given below are derived directly from the printed or manuscript
dates on the wrappers of the present set, except for the missing part II, the date of which
follows Bell (1890):
Part I, 1 October 1840 (printed on front wrapper).
Part II, 1 November 1840 (no wrapper available for examination).3
Part III, 1 December 1840 (printed on front wrapper).
Part IV, 1 January 1841 (printed on front wrapper).
Part V, 1 February 1841 (issued in wrappers printed for part I, amended in manuscript).
Part VI, 15 March 1841 (issued in wrappers printed for part IV, amended in manuscript).
In common with parts‐issues of other Van Voorst titles, in many cases a printed wrapper
may bear not only its own actual date of publication, but also the predicted date of issue of
the next part (see Figure 3). Various sources corroborating the dates on the wrappers of
British Starfishes have been traced.4 For instance, The Literary Gazette (26 September 1840, no.
1236, p. 632) announced part I to appear on 1 October 1840 (the work to be completed in four
parts); and it was subsequently confirmed (in The Publishers’ Circular, 15 October 1840, vol. 3,
no. 74, p. 241) as published between 1 and 15 October 1840.
Part III was predicted in The Literary Gazette (28 November 1840, no. 1245, p. 775) to
appear on 1 December 1840 (the work being proposed now to comprise five parts); and was
advertised as just published (the work now projected to be in six parts) on 27 December 1840
in The Sunday Times, p. 1.
Publication of part IV was explicitly stated to have been on 1 January 1841 in The Art‐
Union for 15 January 1841 (vol. 3, no. 24, p. 2).
The wrapper of part IV states that “Part V. will be published 1 February, 1841.”; on the
amended part IV wrapper used for part VI, that statement has been altered in manuscript,
thus, “Part V. will be published 1 February, 1841.” retrospectively confirming the publication
date of part V.
Consistent with publication of part VI on 15 March 1841 are the notices for the
completed volume in The Literary Gazette of 3 April 1841, no. 1263, p. 223, and in The Asiatic
Journal and Monthly Register for British and Foreign India, China, and Australasia for April 1841,
vol. 34 (new series), no. 136, p. 264. Furthermore, The Spectator of 27 March 1841, p. 307,
noted having received parts IV, V and VI.
Bell (1890) had been informed by the firm of Gurney & Jackson, the successors to Van Voorst’s business, that
each part had been issued on the first day of six successive months, beginning 1 October 1840, which would
mean that part II had been published on 1 November 1840. That date for part II is accepted here, because the
dates shown on the wrappers of parts I, III, IV and V corroborate Gurney & Jackson’s information, although
part VI was actually published not on the first, but on the fifteenth of March, presumably to allow time for
casing copies of the consolidated volume for simultaneous distribution to the book‐trade.
4 If books were issued in parts, the British Museum (then a legal‐deposit library for British publications)
sometimes received a copy of each part as they were published. On other occasions, the publisher might wait
until the work was completed before depositing a copy of the consolidated volume(s). If copies of parts‐issues
had been received, it was the normal practice to bind them up, often discarding the wrappers, but in such
cases, the accession dates of the parts were usually pencilled or stamped on the first or last page of each one
within the bound volume(s). Unfortunately, the legal‐deposit copy of British Starfishes, now in the British
Library (shelf‐mark 729 i 24), is a royal‐paper sized copy of the complete volume, received on 27 April 1841.
Hence it yields no confirmatory information about the earliest possible dates of issue either of the parts or of
the consolidated volume.
3
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Figure 4. Title‐page issued in part VI of British Starfishes (photo by R. B. Williams).

ISSN 2045–4651

360BB94F‐43AA‐4EEB‐B78F‐802BAD4F6C07

Published 9 December 2015

R. B. Williams

8

Zoological Bibliography 2015 3(1)

The consolidated volume
The title‐page of the completed volume is dated 1841, no mention being made anywhere
in the book that it had been issued in parts. It was available in publisher’s cloth‐covered
boards simultaneously with the last separate part issued on 15 March 1841. A publication
date of “March 1841” is given in The British Catalogue of Books Published from October 1837 to
December 1852 (Low, 1853: 122). That date is corroborated by an advertisement for the
volume in The Publishers’ Circular (1 April 1841, vol. 4, no. 85, p. 93). Demy copies were
priced at 15s. and royal copies 30s. Those prices are the total prices of the six parts, so the
cloth casing was effectively supplied free‐of‐charge by the publisher.
The present description is based upon four uncut demy copies and one uncut royal copy, as
issued in original cloth; and five further demy copies and one royal copy, all in library
bindings.
The title‐page (see Figure 4) reads (in quasi‐facsimile):
| A HISTORY | OF | BRITISH STARFISHES, | AND OTHER ANIMALS OF THE CLASS |
ECHINODERMATA. | BY EDWARD FORBES, M. W. S. FOR. SEC. B. S. ETC. | [coat of arms
with motto “QUOCUNQUE JECERIS STABIT”] | ILLUSTRATED BY WOODCUTS. |
LONDON : | JOHN VAN VOORST, 1, PATERNOSTER ROW ; | MDCCCXLI. |
The collational formula is:
Demy or royal 8vo: a8 b2 BS8 [$2 signed (a1, 2, b2)]. 146 leaves. Leaf size, all edges uncut:
demy 221 × 141 mm (shape ratio 1.57); royal 254 × 161 mm (shape ratio 1.58).
The composition is:
xx + 272 pp.; [ivii] viiix [xi] xiixx [1] 23 [4] 5267 [268272]. Paginated at top, outer
corners of pages, except for pages 71, 141, 197 and 243 at top centre.
The contents are as follows:
[i] half‐title; [ii] blank; [iii] title‐page; [iv] printer’s imprint; [v] dedication to Professor
Agassiz; [vi] blank; [vii]x preface; [xi]xx introduction; [1]18 Crinoideae; 1970
Ophiuridae; 71140 Asteriadae; 141196 Echinidae; 197242 Holothuriadae; 243267
Sipunculidae; [268] Latin index; [269] English index; [270] errata and printer’s imprint;
[271272] integral Van Voorst advertisements.
All the copies in publisher’s cloth that were examined are of the same composition.
The library‐bound copies are similar, but two of them have the integral advertisements (pp.
[271272]) excised; another, a late‐issued copy, has a 16‐page pamphlet of Van Voorst
advertisements, dated December 1858, inserted after the integral advertisements.
NEW TAXA AND NOMENCLATORIAL COMBINATIONS

Forbes’s British Starfishes actually includes descriptions also of other echinoderms and of
animals now assigned not to the phylum Echinodermata, but to other minor phyla. His
classification was relatively simple by modern standards. He accepted the Echinodermata as
one of the three classes of the Radiata, which then embraced echinoderms, zoophytes
(polyps) and medusae. The echinoderms, he divided into six orders: Pinnigrada (or
Crinoideae); Spinigrada (Ophiuridae); Cirrhigrada (Asteriadae); Cirhhi‐Spinigrada
(Echinidae); Cirrhi‐Vermigrada (Holothuriadae); and Vermigrada (Sipunculidae). He
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suggested that the Crinoideae constitute two families, stalked and sessile, exemplified by the
genera Comatula and Holopus, respectively, but he did not employ Latin family‐names for
them. As for the five remaining orders, he divided them into families named as follows. The
Ophiuridae comprised the Ophiurae and Euryales; the Asteriadae comprised the Urasteriae,
the Solasteriae, the Goniasteriae, and the Asteriae; the Echinidae comprised the Cidarites, the
Clypeasteriae, and the Spatangaceae; the Holothuriadae comprised the Psolidae, the
Pentactae, the Thyones, and the Synaptae; and the Sipunculidae comprised the
Sipunculaceae, the Priapulaceae, and the Thalassemaceae.
My present attempt to identify the new taxa established in British Starfishes, is made in
case modern taxonomic changes might require the revival of any names made available in
that work. I have restricted my search to names up to family status, i.e., only those subject to
the International Code of Zoological Nomenclature. Accordingly, Forbes’s new names for
two families, two genera and eleven species are shown in Table 1, and his 23 new
nomenclatorial combinations appear in Table 2. Each can be day‐dated (see footnotes to
tables). Fortunately, it is also possible to date, at least to the month, several taxonomic and
faunistic papers published in 1840 (see references for Müller & Troschel, 1840a, 1840b;
Thompson, 1840a, 1840b; Gray, 1840), the year when publication of British Starfishes was
commenced. Since the present paper addresses the dating and priority, rather than
taxonomic statuses, of new names, I express no opinions on their current validity with
regard to synonymy, etc., which would require further research by echinoderm specialists.
What makes it particularly difficult to decide which names in British Starfishes were
newly proposed by Forbes is that he did not state the authorities for names above generic
level, or the dates for any names at all (unfortunate deficiencies that may be discovered even
in some modern taxonomic works). Furthermore, his orders of echinoderms are now
regarded as classes, and the Sipunculidae that he described are now distributed among the
minor phyla Priapulida, Sipuncula and Echiura. Gray (1848), in a list of Centroniae (radiated
animals) in the British Museum collection, published a useful concordance of the taxa in that
list and in Forbes’s book, and a later valuable source is the Handbook of the Echinoderms of the
British Isles (Mortensen, 1927), but neither author mentioned that British Starfishes appeared
serially. The monumental nomenclatural lists compiled by Sherborn (1922‐1933) and Neave
(1939‐1940) were invaluable in identifying Forbes’s new genera and species. However,
identifying new family‐names was far more difficult, and I may have erred occasionally in
recognizing their first appearances in the literature. Lists of the currently accepted British
species of all the modern phyla that Forbes treated are to be found in The Species Directory of
the Marine Fauna and Flora of the British Isles and Surrounding Seas (Howson & Picton, 1997)
under Echinodermata (McKenzie, 1997), Priapulida (Howson, 1997), Sipuncula (Howson &
Ball, 1997a) and Echiura (Howson & Ball, 1997b).
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Table 1. New family, genus and species names introduced in Forbes’s British Starfishes (1840‐1841).

New taxon

Page

New taxon

Page

Amphidotus roseus Forbes
Brissus lyrifer Forbes
Cucumaria communis Forbes & Goodsir
in Forbes

194
187
217

Ophiocoma punctata Forbes
Psolinus Forbes
Sipunculus bernhardus Forbes

37
207
251

Cucumaria hyalina Forbes
Echinus flemingii Ball in Forbes
Goniasteridae Forbes (as Goniasteriae)
Ocnus Forbes & Goodsir in Forbes
Ophiocoma goodsiri Forbes

221
164
77
229
57

Sipunculus johnstoni Forbes
Solasteridae Forbes (as Solasteriae)
Syrinx harveii Forbes
Thyone portlockii Forbes

254
77
249
238

Publication dates: page numbers 1‐48 = part I (1 October 1840); page numbers 49‐96 = part II (1 November
1840); page numbers 97‐144 = part III (1 December 1840); page numbers 145‐192 = part IV (1 January 1841);
page numbers 193‐240 = part V (1 February 1841); page numbers 241‐272 = part VI (15 March 1841).

Table 2. New combinations of genus and species names introduced in Forbes’s British Starfishes (1840‐1841).

New combination
Amphidotus cordatus (Pennant)
Chirodota digitata (Montagu)
Cribella oculata (Pennant)
Cribella rosea (Müller)
Cucumaria drummondii (Thompson)
Cucumaria frondosa (Gunner)
Cucumaria fucicola (Forbes & Goodsir)
Cucumaria fusiformis (Forbes & Goodsir)
Cucumaria hyndmanni (Thompson)
Cucumaria pentactes (Müller)
Echiurus vulgaris (Savigny)
Ocnus brunneus (Forbes in Thompson)

Page
190
239
100
106
223
209
227
219
225
213
263
229

New combination

Page

Ocnus lacteus (Forbes & Goodsir)
Ophiocoma brachiata (Montagu)
Ophiocoma filiformis (Müller)
Psolinus brevis (Forbes & Goodsir)
Syrinx nudus (Linnaeus)
Syrinx papillosus (Thompson)
Thalassema neptuni (Gaertner)
Uraster glacialis (Linnaeus)
Uraster hispida (Pennant)
Uraster rubens (Linnaeus)
Uraster violacea (Müller)

231
45
40
207
245
247
259
78
95
83
91

Publication dates: page numbers 1‐48 = part I (1 October 1840); page numbers 49‐96 = part II (1 November
1840); page numbers 97‐144 = part III (1 December 1840); page numbers 145‐192 = part IV (1 January 1841);
page numbers 193‐240 = part V (1 February 1841); page numbers 241‐272 = part VI (15 March 1841).
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PUBLISHING HISTORY

Development of the text
In 1839, Forbes had published an important study of the starfishes of the Irish Sea (Forbes,
1839), and he was soon contemplating a monograph of all the British species. He had already
been preparing that work for some months when, on 16 September 1839, he offered it to Van
Voorst for publication (Wilson & Geikie, 1861: 250‐251):
Having for some time back, under the most favourable circumstances, been collecting
materials for the natural history of the molluscous and radiate animals of Great Britain,
most of which are now in a state nearly ready for publication, I should like to know if
such would be available in your plan of publishing a series of histories.
I am drawing up at present a history of British star‐fishes, with a view to publication
during the early part of next year. If it would suit your series [Van Voorst’s “Natural
History of the British Isles”], it is at your service. There are about thirty or thirty‐five
species, many of which have only been observed by myself. Drawings of all of these I
should furnish, and accompany them with a series of specimens for the use of the
engraver.

The offer was quickly accepted and, on 30 November 1839, the monograph was
announced to be forthcoming (The Athenaeum, no. 631, p. 908). Forbes had promised the
manuscript and drawings to Van Voorst for 1 March 1840, but because of a lecturing
commitment in Liverpool, completion was delayed; late March found him in London, still
planning the production with Van Voorst, and taking away some wood‐blocks on which to
draw his figures, which were due to be engraved by early May (Wilson & Geikie, 1861: 256‐
259). However, preparations clearly took longer than intended because although, in June
1840, Forbes informed George Johnston that part I was due to be published on 1 August
(Barwell‐Carter & Hardy, 1892: 147), yet it was delayed for another two months.
Although much must already have been written by the time part I was eventually
issued on 1 October 1840, the work, originally expected to be completed in four parts,
expanded first to five, and then to six, during publication (see above). Recent discoveries and
new information were added as the successive parts were published. For instance, on p. 164,
in part IV, Forbes referred to an observation by Professor Agassiz (the dedicatee of the book)
made during October 1840, when part I had already been published. In part VI, on p. 263, he
recorded finding specimens during the winter of 1840, when perhaps the first two or three
parts had already been published; and in the list of errata (p. [270]), a synonym published in
June 1840, prior to the issue of part I, was noted. So tight was Forbes’s frantic work schedule
that, having accepted an invitation to serve as naturalist on a voyage to the Aegean Sea
under Captain Thomas Graves on H.M.S. Beacon, he had to sail from London on 1 April 1841,
only just allowing him time to see completion of the publication of his book (Wilson &
Geikie, 1861: 268‐273).
As observed by Wilson & Geikie (1861: 68), in Forbes’s youth, his
chief acquirement was probably a large command over the literary resources of the
English language. Although he certainly did not know its grammatical niceties, to which,
indeed, he was indifferent to the end of his days, he had, for a boy of sixteen, read
largely in its literature, and had largely employed it as an instrument of thought. He
knew the riches of his mother‐tongue, and felt conscious that he could employ them in
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the service of literature and science, but it was as a writer, and chiefly as a poet, that at
that time he expected to render service.

Wilson’s & Geikie’s allusion to a lack of “grammatical niceties” is not really borne out by
Forbes’s writing in British Starfishes. However, his literary style was admittedly rather
idiosyncratic, and even in a formal monograph, he sometimes could not resist introducing
touches of humour. Here is a typical example (pp. 37‐38):
The stomachs of fishes are often zoological treasuries. The Haddock is a great
conchologist. In his travels through the country of the Mermaids, he picks up many
curiosities in the shell way. Not a few rare species have been discovered by him; and the
ungrateful zoologist too frequently describes novelties without an allusion to the original
discoverer. As Haddocks are not in the habit of writing pamphlets or papers, the fraud
remains undiscovered, greatly to the detriment of science; for, had the describer stated to
whom he was indebted for his specimen, we could form some idea of its habitat and
history, whether littoral or deep sea,—very important points in the economy of
Mollusca,—important not only to the malacologist, but also to the geologist. Like the
Haddock, the Cod also is a great naturalist; and he, too, carries his devotion to our dear
science so far as occasionally to die for its sake with a new species in his stomach,
probably with a view to its being described and figured by some competent authority.
The Cod is not so much devoted to the Mollusca as to the Echinodermata; and doubtless
his knowledge of the Ophiuræ exceeds that of any biped. He has a great taste for that
tribe. It was a Cod that communicated the pretty little species I am about to describe, to
my friend, Mr. Henry Goodsir, at Anstruther; and, as far as that gentleman could learn, it
would appear the industrious animal had observed and entrapped this new Ophiocoma
in the North Sea near the Dogger Bank.

As one reviewer noted, “Our author would seem to be one of those who believe ‘it is
good to be merry and wise’, for mirth and wisdom seem at times to dispute the possession of
his pages, or rather we should say to hold them as joint and friendly occupants”.
Forbes was described by T. H. Huxley as “More especially a Zoologist and a Geologist
than a Comparative Anatomist, he has more claims to the title of a Philosophic Naturalist
than any man I know of in England” (Huxley, 1900: 94); he was thus a man interested in
discovering the laws of the living world, rather than being satisfied with mere descriptions
of organisms (Rehbock, 1983). This approach is admirably exemplified by British Starfishes, in
which, besides the essentials of description and identification, numerous queries are raised
about the physiology, behaviour, distributions and ecology of the species described. For
instance, in his humorous account of the haddock and the cod as naturalists, Forbes was
actually making a serious scientific point, namely that a zoologist may benefit by examining
the stomach contents of fishes, by which means he might discover previously unknown
invertebrate species, and, if he knew where their predator was caught, he might also learn
something of their geographical distributions and depth ranges.
In further discussions beyond species descriptions, he asserted that his own
observations showed that the suckers (or tube‐feet) of sea‐urchins were employed in
locomotion, despite the denial by the great Louis Agassiz (pp. 143‐144), who later graciously
accepted Forbes’s correction (Agassiz, 1842). Intrigued by the publications of Michael Sars
on the behaviour and function of the pedicellariae of sea‐urchins, Forbes carried out
experiments of his own to test Sars’s hypothesis that irritation of the skin elicits a tropism of
the adjacent pedicellariae, which, after repeated trials, he was led to reject (pp. 159‐160).

ISSN 2045–4651

360BB94F‐43AA‐4EEB‐B78F‐802BAD4F6C07

Published 9 December 2015

R. B. Williams

13

Zoological Bibliography 2015 3(1)

Moreover, his observations on the sexual organs of sea‐urchins at different times of year led
him to question whether they might change sex with the seasons, although previous
observers had considered them to be bisexual (p. 160); both physiological conditions are now
known to exist, depending on the species. Furthermore, the problem of how some sea‐
urchins manage to bore into rocks was addressed with due regard to their anatomy and the
chemical composition of each type of rock (pp. 169‐171), leading to hypotheses involving
mechanical erosion and chemical dissolution. Particularly innovative were Forbes’s tables
showing the numbers of British echinoderm species of each family that inhabit four depth
zones (p. xvii) and the geographical distribution of each species found outside British waters
(pp. xviii‐xx). These are just a few examples of the curiosity and perception displayed by
Great Britain’s then foremost “philosophical naturalist”.
With regard to typography, the list of errata in British Starfishes (p. [270]) is short, and
apparently comprises mostly the printer’s errors (an undetected one is the printing of
“exclude” for “exude” in line 13 of p. 163). However, an idiosyncratic spelling, “Della
Chiagi”, of the name of the Italian naturalist Delle Chiaje occurs on pp. 52, 78, 82, 132 and
201; its consistency suggests that this was not a typographical error, but was an intentional,
though erroneous, spelling on Forbes’s part.
British Starfishes was without exception highly praised, most importantly by Professor
Louis Agassiz (Agassiz, 1842). Repeatedly, it was noted how the technical content was so
much enhanced by its tasteful presentation. A typical review states, “We have already had
occasion to speak of the beautiful style in which Mr. Van Voorst sends forth his publications.
In this respect we know no publisher superior, and but few equal to him. The merit of the
work is, however, in general equal to that of the typography” (Anonymous, 1841: 238). Each
species was given an English vernacular name, complying with the house‐style adopted by
Van Voorst for all the monographs in his “Natural History of the British Isles” series,
presumably to render their content more digestible by lay‐persons.
However, favourable reviews published in various literary, art and religious magazines
apparently were not enough to satisfy Forbes; he felt frustrated at the apparent lack of
response from his naturalist peers. This prompted him to write, at some time during 1842
(Wilson & Geikie, 1861: 326‐327), to his erstwhile shipmate on H.M.S. Beacon, William
Thompson (18051852) of Belfast,
It is too bad: nobody will write a notice of the ‘Star‐fishes’ in the Annals [Annals and
Magazine of Natural History]. ’Tis not I care about it, but on Van Voorst’s account I wish it.
Is a book to be passed over because it is a good book? Do you or Patterson [Robert
Patterson (18021872) of Belfast] give him a lift. He laid out much money on that book,
and I fear it will not repay him for a very long time. No publisher will publish
invertebrata if his books are to be passed without comment, because the subject is not
generally understood.

In addition to providing Forbes with “a small remittance” for his manuscript and
drawings (Wilson & Geikie, 1861: 271), it would appear that Van Voorst had taken on the
whole financial risk of the book, no doubt also paying John Bastin the wood‐engraver for his
work. Apparently, George Johnston (17971855), the Berwick physician‐naturalist and one of
the editors of the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, had been asked to review the book,
but had declined. His letter of 6 November 1842 to William Thompson (Barwell‐Carter &
Hardy, 1892: 236) suggests that he believed that it would be difficult to find anybody with
the necessary critical faculty to write a competent review:
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Since my note two days agone, I have been looking wistfully into Forbes’ Starfishes. I
cannot do the work of reviewing it; the character, the life and spirit, perhaps, might be
indicated by me, but it would require time and pains to draw a full‐length portrait, to
bring out to others all its merits and peculiarities. I want knowledge of the subject, and
here ignorance would be woeful. It is easy to write such a review as too often appears in
the Annals. Forbes is better without that. His book will work its own way; I like it better
now than I did when it was published.

Indeed, it was not until after Agassiz published his authoritative survey of progress in
echinoderm research (Agassiz, 1842) that somebody, perhaps after all Johnston, at last
attempted a belated review for the Annals (Anonymous, 1843):
This book is one of that fair sisterhood of natural‐history publications, for which we are
indebted to Van Voorst. We had intended, immediately on the completion of the work,
to have introduced it to the notice of our readers, and have given them, as best we could,
a knowledge of the kind of information which it contained, and of the manner in which
that information had been communicated. But an editor, alas ! like still greater
potentates, is dependent on his allies, and not until now have we succeeded in obtaining
that co‐operation and assistance which the fulfilment of our design required. We shall
therefore endeavour by a careful analysis, and by extracts more copious than we
generally give, to make amends to our readers for our delay in making them acquainted
with a work of such originality and value; one which has elicited the encomiums of
Professor Agassiz, who, among living naturalists, is perhaps the one best qualified to
appreciate its merits.

The illustrations
It is perhaps not generally known that Forbes’s earliest attempt to establish a career as
an artist commenced in 1831 when he applied for entry to the Royal Academy of Arts in
London (Wilson & Geikie, 1861: 69‐86). This resulted, however, in a refusal, since his style
and execution fell short of the formal standard expected; never discouraged, however, he
continued to develop his idiosyncratic talent, later used to such great effect in his
publications. Although he set much store on detailed, scientifically accurate depictions of
organisms in his taxonomic work, his playful turn of mind led him to include many
unconventional, imaginative sketches in otherwise serious works, just as he would introduce
humour into the text. In addition, to render his work as visually attractive as possible,
sometimes he would also elicit artistic contributions from friends.
Hence, in the preface of British Starfishes (p. viii), Forbes generously acknowledged help
that he had received with the illustrations, thus: “Nor must I forget favours of the pencil. To
my friend Mr. G. J. Bell the volume is indebted for some of its most interesting
embellishments: Mr. Alder and Mr. Thompson have also contributed to the ornamental part.
The wood‐cutting speaks for itself,—thanks to Mr. Bastin, who in the most praiseworthy
manner made himself acquainted not merely with the drawings, but with the texture and
appearance of the animals themselves, in order the better to express them.” It is thus clear
that “Mr. Bastin” availed himself fully of the opportunity that Forbes promised to Van
Voorst when he offered his work for publication: “Drawings of all these [species] I should
furnish, and accompany them with a series of specimens for the use of the engraver” (Wilson
& Geikie, 1861: 250).
It is unusual in scientific works to find so much explicit, detailed information provided
about the artists and methods of production for the illustrations. In the present case,
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however, it is possible to make the attributions to original artists, the wood‐engraver and the
printer with a considerable degree of confidence. The wood‐engravings were printed within
the text by the letterpress printer, Samuel Bentley. This means, of course, that there are no
instances of a separate illustrative plate appearing in a part different from that of the written
description of a new taxon, and thus being published on a different date, with resulting
confusion over the earliest availability of the associated name. Although Forbes refers to
“wood‐cutting” in the preface (see also the title‐page), the illustrations are actually wood‐
engravings rather than wood‐cuts. The engraver so warmly acknowledged by Forbes was
the assiduous and highly respected John Bastin (c.1814–1851) (see Anonymous, 1851;
Buchanan‐Brown, 1984; Engen, 1985), whose identity is indicated on some of the figures. His
work for Forbes was much admired in contemporary reviews: “The figures illustrating the
species themselves are very carefully cut; the tool‐work in the two figures of Goniaster
equestris is most elaborate” (The Athenaeum, 17 April 1841, no. 703, p. 306). However, Bastin’s
scientific illustrations have apparently been totally overlooked by art historians, who seem to
be aware only of his embellishments of fictional prose and poetry (Buchanan‐Brown, 1984;
Engen, 1985).
The presence of names or initials on the engravings is inconsistent, most figures being
unsigned. Even when present, the lettering is very variable, and, since the occurrence of full‐
stops is somewhat haphazard, they are omitted from the following account of various names
and initials. All of the scientific illustrations of animals, whether at the heads of species
descriptions or as tail‐pieces, lack any signatures, but, as indicated in the preface, they were
all engraved by John Bastin, as were all the other tail‐pieces and vignettes, many of which
are also unsigned. In the 26 instances when Bastin did sign his engravings, the lettering is “J
BASTIN” or “J BASTIN Sc” or just “B”. From the attributions in the preface, together with
additional comments in the text, and signatures in some of the figures, it is possible to
identify all the artists in addition to Forbes, whose own original drawings, if signed (as in 19
cases), are identified by “E F Del” or just “E F”.
Artists other than Forbes are identified in the text and sometimes also by initials on the
engravings. “Mr. G. J. Bell” was most probably the Edinburgh jurist George Joseph Bell
(1770–1843), an amateur of science with an artistic inclination, who contributed seven
drawings of marine scenes (pp. 140, 206, 218, 242, 248, 250, 258), mostly Scottish, initialled “G
J B”, “G B Del”, or just “G B”. An unsigned drawing of Belfast Bay (p. 121), attributed in the
text to “W. Thompson” was presumably by Forbes’s companion on H.M.S. Beacon, William
Thompson. “Mr. Alder”, acknowledged for a single drawing (a view of Tynemouth, p. 111)
was most likely Joshua Alder (1792–1867) of Newcastle‐upon‐Tyne, but the engraving is
curiously initialled “S A”. Since I could discover no other naturalist by the name of Alder
active at that time and place, I can only conclude that Bastin made an error when initialling
the engraving.
Most of Forbes’s drawings were made directly from living or preserved material, but
three tail‐pieces (p. 246 after Johann Baptista Bohadsch (1724–1768); p. 255 after Peter Simon
Pallas (1741–1811); p. 262 after George Montagu (1753–1815)) were copied from old books,
for comparison with his own specimens. Forbes stated in the preface, “With three exceptions
the figures of species are from my own drawings, and with a view to secure correctness were
mostly drawn on the wood by myself.” The three exceptions, all unsigned, are identified in
the text, although two of them rather ambiguously. One of them (of Comatula rosacea, p. 18)
was drawn by “Mr. Templeton”, presumably John Templeton (1766–1825). His son Robert
Templeton (1802–1892) spent most of his professional life abroad and apparently never
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published on echinoderms; furthermore, no mention or illustration of Comatula appears in
his publication (Templeton, 1836) of his deceased father’s notes on Irish Radiata. It therefore
seems most likely that the drawing was by John Templeton and that Robert extracted it from
his father’s papers for Forbes’s use. A second drawing not by Forbes (Goniaster equestris, p.
125) was by “John Thornhill”, probably John Thornhill junior, who, by virtue of his position
as museum curator for the Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society, apparently had
access to the actual specimen figured; his botanist father John Thornhill senior (1760–1826)
had died long before. The third drawing (Sipunculus johnstoni, p. 254) was attributed to Dr
George Johnston’s “accomplished lady”, clearly his wife Catharine Johnston, who illustrated
most, if not all, of his publications (Barwell‐Carter & Hardy, 1892: xi).
Forbes’s artistic range and distinctive, eccentric style are remarkable. His illustrations in
British Starfishes exemplify this, beginning with the personalized coat‐of‐arms on the title‐
page. He adapted that of the Isle of Man, based on an escutcheon bearing the Manx
triskelion (the three conjoined armoured legs) with the associated motto “Quocunque jeceris
stabit” (“Whichever way you throw, it will stand”). The escutcheon and motto overlay a
naturalist’s dredge, with Neptune and a mermaid as supporters, surmounted overall by a
starfish within a starburst (Figure 4). The chapter for each species described is headed by a
scientifically accurate drawing to facilitate identification (Figure 5). The tail‐pieces and
vignettes include detailed anatomical features; or romantic ruins (Figure 6), seascapes
(Figure 7), dramatic fantasies (Figure 8), homely individuals (Figure 9) and whimsical
characters (Figure 10).5 Figure 11 represents a three‐way visual pun on the word “urchin”, a
typical combination of Forbes’s humorous turn of mind and his art. His quirky sketches
almost certainly inspired the rather more sophisticated, whimsical tail‐pieces of naked sea‐
fairies in The British Sea Anemones by Thomas Alan Stephenson (1898–1961) (Stephenson,
1928, 1935), which, for various reasons, were somewhat controversial at that time.
In contrast, the illustrations in Forbes’s book were more liberally accepted. The British
Critic and Quarterly Theological Review for July 1841 (vol. 30, no. 59, p. 251) opined, “The
illustrations, in which fancy is made to enlighten science, are very beautiful”. Other
reviewers remarked, “The commencement [part I] of a charming work; the offspring of a
man of genius, to combine something of the starry brightness of his title with the minute
science due to his interesting inquiry” (The Literary Gazette, 19 December 1840, no. 1248, pp.
814‐815); and “Some of the vignettes are very imaginative, but why the ‘bad man,’ with his
two short horns and pique‐à‐devant beard, should be so often introduced, we wonder and
smile” (The Athenaeum, 17 April 1841, no. 703, p. 306).6 There seems to be much in common
between the idiosyncratic literary and artistic talents of Forbes and those of his
contemporary, Edward Lear (1812–1888).

5 The imp depicted in Figure 10 may be rescuing the starfish from losing an arm to the oyster; Forbes was
perhaps gently poking fun at the widely held, though erroneous, belief of fishermen that oysters can trap
starfish in this way (see p. 86). Alternatively, the imp may actually be saving the oyster from predation by the
starfish, an observable behaviour that was well known to the better‐informed naturalists of those days (see pp.
86‐87).
6 I can find no evidence for Cushing’s (1988: 186) extremely odd claim that this impish character (see Figure
10) is a self‐portrait of Forbes.
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Figure 5. Ophiocoma rosula (British Starfishes, p. 60) (photo by R. B. Williams).
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Figure 6. Ruins of St Germain’s Cathedral, and distant north‐west coast of Isle of Man
(British Starfishes, p. 49) (photo by R. B. Williams).

Figure 7. Breda Head, Isle of Man (British Starfishes, p. 94) (photo by R. B. Williams).
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Figure 8. Imaginary merman battling a giant holothurian in a lightning storm (British
Starfishes, p. 197) (photo by R. B. Williams).

Figure 9. Fisherman smoking a clay pipe (British Starfishes, p. 166) (photo by R. B.
Williams).
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Figure 10. Imaginary imp with an oyster and a starfish (British Starfishes, p. 82) (photo by
R. B. Williams).

Figure 11. A three‐way visual pun on urchins – two mischievous‐
looking boys, a hedgehog and a sea‐urchin (British Starfishes, p. 141)
(photo by R. B. Williams).
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