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27 March to 29 June 2008

Pittsburgh, PA —The Hunt Institute will exhibit selections from its large collection of botanical
watercolors by the early 19th—century British naturalist Edward Donovan. Created in the period
1823-1830, they depict exotic plants introduced to the British Isles. Along with these
watercolors, we will display a selection of Donovan’s books lent by the Carnegie Museum of
Natural History Library.

Edward Donovan (1768—1837), as were many cultured gentlemen of his day, was a collector of
natural history specimens—from personal excursions in the British Isles as well as purchases
from notable natural history auctions that included items from voyages of exploration. With the
connections he made as a Fellow of the Linnean Society and the Wernerian Natural History
Society, he also was able to access the best collections. Donovan referenced all of these sources
for his books about the insects, shells, fishes and quadrupeds of England and the insects of China,
India and New Holland between 1789 and 1827. He not only wrote and illustrated these books
but also prepared the copper plates. It was not uncommon for private collectors to open small
public museums of exotica, and in 1807 Donovan founded the London Museum and Institute of
Natural History that included several hundred cases of birds, botanical specimens and other
subjects. Donovan’s voracious appetite for collecting, his unfortunate experiences with
unscrupulous book publishers, and the economic decline in England after the Napoleonic Wars
most likely forced the closure of the museum in 1817 and the auction of his collection the
following year. He continued to publish, but his finances worsened, and in 1833 he published a
plea for funds from his supporters to bring suit against the publishers. This was to no avail, and
he died penuriously in 1837 leaving a large family destitute.

Exotic plants were featured in Donovan’s early and short-lived series Botanical Review, or the
Beauties of Flora (London, 1789-90) and occasionally accompanied the natural history subjects
in his later publications. The botanical watercolors in our collection were created much later
(1823-1830) and leave a trail of mysteries. We only know that the 709 watercolors that were
tipped into 5 albums with spines stamped “Edward Donovan/Flower Paintings” were part of
Rachel Hunt’s original collection, but we have no date or source of acquisition. Many names
appear on the artworks, some associated with plant collectors, botanical gardens or private
collections. Geographic localities are noted indicating the origin and date of introduction from
places such as Chile, Mauritius, Mexico, New Zealand, Nepal, Siberia and the eastern United
States. Also included in this collection of watercolors is a small selection by anonymous artists
(many with only a monogram, except for E. Duncombe). Even after Donovan’s collections were
auctioned, he would have had access to exotic plants grown in the greenhouses and gardens of
private plant collectors and public botanical gardens. Perhaps he was preparing a new
subscription series on exotic plants. Despite the many questions that persist about the history of
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this collection, these beautiful paintings are significant for their documentation of newly
introduced plants in the early 19th century.

In conjunction with Edward Donovan: Naturalist Artist, Author and Collector, the Hunt Institute
will hold its annual Open House on 22-23 June 2008. We will offer talks about the context in
which Donovan worked, a guided gallery tour of the exhibition by our assistant curator of art,
tours of our departments and reading room, and opportunities to meet one-on-one with our staff to
ask questions and see items in the collections. We encourage everyone to consider visiting us
during this Open House. It will be a good time to see the new exhibition and an opportunity to
have an inside look at our collections and our work. A schedule of events will be available soon
on our Web site. We are looking forward to your visit.

The exhibition will be on display on the fifth floor of the Hunt Library building at Carnegie
Mellon University. Hours: Monday—Friday, 9 a.m.—noon and 1-5 p.m.; Sunday, 1-4 p.m. (except
18 and 25-26 May). The exhibition is open to the public free of charge. For further information,
contact the Hunt Institute at 412-268-2434.

The Hunt Institute for Botanical Documentation, a research division of Carnegie Mellon
University, specializes in the history of botany and all aspects of plant science and serves the
international scientific community through research and documentation. To this end, the Institute
acquires and maintains authoritative collections of books, plant images, manuscripts, portraits and
data files, and provides publications and other modes of information service. The Institute meets
the reference needs of botanists, biologists, historians, conservationists, librarians, bibliographers
and the public at large, especially those concerned with any aspect of the North American flora.

Hunt Institute was dedicated in 1961 as the Rachel McMasters Miller Hunt Botanical Library, an
international center for bibliographical research and service in the interests of botany and
horticulture, as well as a center for the study of all aspects of the history of the plant sciences. By
1971 the Library’s activities had so diversified that the name was changed to Hunt Institute for
Botanical Documentation. Growth in collections and research projects led to the establishment of
four programmatic departments: Archives, Art, Bibliography, and the Library. The current
collections include approximately 29,000 books; 30,000 portraits; 30,000 watercolors, drawings
and prints; and 2,000 autograph letters and manuscripts. Including artworks dating from the
Renaissance, the Art Department’s collection now focuses on contemporary botanical art and
illustration, where the coverage is unmatched. The Art Department organizes and stages
exhibitions, including the triennial International Exhibition of Botanical Art & Illustration.
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