
WATERCOLOUR AND BROWN INK ON PAPER ANATOMICAL STUDY
AN INTERESTING WATERCOLOUR AND BROWN INK ON PAPER ANATOMICAL STUDY OF FIVE HUMAN SKULLS PLACED

UPON A TABLE WITH A BOOK AND A FIGURE OF A SKELETON BEHIND
SIGNED AND DATED ‘J CONSTABLE 1845’ TO BOTTOM RIGHT AND TO THE LEFT ‘TO DR SHAW WITH JN CONSTABLES

COMPLTS’
LATER RE-INSCRIBED IN INK OVER ORIGINAL WATERCOLOUR

CIRCA 1845 
SIZE: 25CM HIGH, 34CM WIDE - 9¾ INS HIGH, 13½ INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

THE SCOTTISH SURGEON ALEXANDER SHAW (1804 - 1890) WAS THE BROTHER-IN-LAW OF SIR CHARLES BELL WHO IN
1806 PUBLISHED ‘BELLS ESSAYS ON THE ANATOMY OF THE EXPRESSION IN PAINTING’. HE HAD A DISTINGUISHED

MEDICAL CAREER IN LONDON AND WAS NOTED FOR DISCOVERING THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SENSORY NERVES AND
MOTOR NERVES IN THE SPINAL CORD, AND FOR DESCRIBING THE CONDITION NOW KNOWN AS ‘BELL’S PALSY’. IN 1836
HE RETURNED TO EDINBURGH AND DIED SIX YEARS LATER WHILE WORKING ON A NEW EDITION OF HIS BOOK WITH HIS

FORMER MIDDLESEX HOSPITAL COLLEAGUE AND BROTHER-IN-LAW MR SHAW, WHO EDITED THE THIRD ENLARGED
EDITION IN 1844. AFTER THE DEATH OF HER HUSBAND SIR CHARLES BELL IN 1842 LADY MARION LIVED IN EDINBURGH
WITH HER BROTHER, AND THEIR HOUSE BECAME A CENTRE FOR THE LITERARY, ARTISTIC AND SCIENTIFIC SOCIETY OF

THE PERIOD. 
PLATE I OF THE ESSAYS SHOWS AN ENGRAVING WHICH IS A VARIANT OF THIS WATERCOLOUR. THE BOOK ILLUSTRATION

IS AN ETCHING AFTER AN ANATOMICAL DRAWING BY SIR CHARLES BELL PRODUCED IN THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY. IT HAS
ONLY FOUR SKULLS AND SHOWS NO SKELETON IN THE BACKGROUND. THE WATERCOLOUR SHOWS FIVE SKULLS AND
THE SKELETON BEHIND. AS IT IS DATED 1845 IT WAS POSSIBLY THE GIFT OF A SCOTTISH ANATOMICAL ARTIST TO SHAW

AND BELL’S WIDOW IN REMEMBRANCE OF A FRIEND, SIR CHARLES BELL.

 


