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Fig. William Curtis


(* 11 January 1746 in Alton, Hampshire; † 7 July 1799 in Brompton) was an English botanist, apothecary and entomologist. His official botanical author code is "CURTIS".


The plant genus Curtisia AIT. from the dogwood family (Cornaceae) has been named after him.


Curtis was head of the Chelsea Physic Garden. He founded botanical gardens at Bermondsey, Lambeth in 1771 and Brompton in 1789. In 1787 Curtis founded the Botanical Magazine and was its editor until his death.


Curtis's Botanical Magazine is one of the greatest scientific journals of all time. Started in 1787, the journal is still published today. It is the oldest existing journal with coloured plates, of which more than 11,000 have now been produced. The volumes are the work of many renowned botanical artists and provide an exceptional pictorial record of floral fashions and plant introductions in Britain over the last two centuries.


The first issue of the journal, which was to portray ornamental and foreign plants, appeared on 1 February 1787. A small publication in octavo format, it consisted of three hand-coloured plates with brief descriptions in letterpress. Priced at one shilling, it was an immediate success; the first issue sold over 3000 copies.
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Fig. Collection of Flowers
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Fig. Flower Garden Displayed


The first copper plate depicting the Persian iris was drawn by James Sowerby. Described as "highly esteemed by all flower lovers" for its "beauty, early appearance and fragrant flowers".
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Plate 1 (Volume 1 von 1787) Persian iris (Iris Persica L.)


James Sowerby was born in London on 21 March 1757 and died in Lambeth (London) on 25 October 1822. Sowerby was a British naturalist, zoologist and painter. His official botanical author code is "SOWERBY".
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James Sowerby


Paintings by Thomas Heaphy (1816)


Sowerby was the son of the engraver John Sowerby and his wife Arabella Goodreed. In 1771, at the age of 14, he joined the studio of the marine painter Richard Wright as an apprentice. When Wright fell seriously ill, Sowerby moved to William Hodges.


On 1 December 1777, Sowerby began studying art at the Royal Academy of Arts in London, specialising in miniature painting. It was precisely these skills that caught the eye of William Curtis, who immediately engaged him as an illustrator for his Flora Londonensis. Through his collaboration with Curtis, Sowerby also made the acquaintance of the botanists Charles Louis L'Héritier de Brutelle and William Withering, for whom he later also worked.


Through his fellow student Robert de Carle in Norwich, Sowerby came into contact with natural scientists such as James Edward Smith and Dawson Turner. This meeting gave rise to English Botany, known today as "Sowerby's Botany", between 1790 and 1814.
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Plate 26 (Volume 1, 1787)


Variegated Stapelia


(Stapelia variegata L.)


Sowerby's artistic work earned him the title of "Fellow" of the Linnean Society of London in 1793, and he was admitted as a full member just five years later. During these years, Sowerby also became friends with the natural scientist Joseph Banks.


On 25 October 1822, James Sowerby died at home in Lambeth, London, after a long illness at the age of 65. His two sons James de Carle Sowerby and George Brettingham Sowerby I continued their father's work after his death.


The plant genus Sowerbaea SM. from the asparagus family (Asparagaceae) and the Sowerby toothed whale (Mesoplodon bidens) from the beaked whale family (Ziphiidae) were named in honour of James Sowerby.


William Curtis recognised his passion for flora and fauna at an early age. However, he first did an apprenticeship as an apothecary. However, after moving from Hampshire to London in 1766 to pursue this trade, his botanical interests prevailed and he gave up his career to earn a living by teaching and writing. His first publication was a pamphlet on collecting and preserving insects. In 1773 he was appointed demonstrator of botany at the Chelsea Physical Garden. After leaving this post in 1777, he opened his own London Botanic Garden at Lambeth Marsh. He later moved the garden to Brompton.


Curtis' first major publication was Flora Londinensis. This work, begun in 1774, aimed to illustrate the plants growing in London. At that time, however, there was generally more interest in showy exotic plants than in the native 'weeds' of London. Despite its beautifully produced colour plates, it was a financial failure and was never completed. However, there was a need for a work on the many new plants from overseas that garden lovers wanted to grow at home. Curtis saw an opportunity to recoup some of the losses he had suffered and published his Botanical Magazine. He initially used the artists he had already employed for the Flora Londinensis, such as James Sowerby and William Kilburn, who could draw plant specimens from his own botanical garden.


However, the artist who dominated the early years of the magazine was Sydenham Teast Edwards. Curtis became aware of his talent and arranged for him to train as a botanical artist in London. He was only nineteen when his first plate was published in the Botanical Magazine in 1788. More than 1700 followed over the next 27 years - some posthumously - to the practical exclusion of other artists. The plates illustrated on page 9 and page 10 are an example of his work. At first Edwards drew and engraved the plates himself, but from 1792 Francis Sansom took over the engraving. A few years before his death, Edwards left the Botanical Magazine to start his own Botanical Register. The reason for this was that 12 of his plates were mistakenly attributed to Sowerby.
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