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GEORGE RENNIE WAS BORN AT PHANTASSIE, EAST LOTHIAN IN 1802 THE SON OF AN AGRICULTURIST (1749 - 1828) AND
THE NEPHEW OF JOHN RENNIE THE ELDER, AN ENGINEER (1762 - 1821). AS A YOUNG MAN IN THE 1820’S HE TRAVELLED
TO ROME TO STUDY SCULPTURE AND IT IS BELIEVED THAT HE WAS A PUPIL UNDER BERTEL THORVALDSEN. BY 1828 HE

HAD RETURNED TO LONDON AND EXHIBITED HIS MOST FAMOUS CLASSICAL WORK ‘THE ARCHER’ AT THE ROYAL
ACADEMY, ABOUT WHICH THE NEW MONTHLY MAGAZINE COMMENTED THAT THE ALMOST NAKED FIGURE SHOWED AN

‘ADMIRABLE KNOWLEDGE OF ANATOMY’. IT CAN STILL BE SEEN IN THE ATHENAEUM CLUB.
THIS BUST OF HIS COUSIN SIR JOHN RENNIE WAS EXHIBITED AT THE R.A. IN 1831 WHEN HE ALSO SHOWED A BUST OF

THORVALDSEN. HE HAD A PREFERENCE FOR SCULPTURE IN THE ‘AFTER THE ANTIQUE’ CLASSICAL STYLE AND TWO OF
HIS WORKS THAT DISPLAY THIS EXIST IN THE COLLECTIONS OF THE DUKE OF DEVONSHIRE AT CHATSWORTH HOUSE, A

FIGURE OF ‘MARS’ AND A BUST OF ‘ALEXANDER’. 
IN THE 1830’S RENNIE BECAME CONCERNED WITH THE IMPROVEMENT OF THE STATE OF THE ARTS IN BRITAIN, AND

BECAME INVOLVED WITH RADICAL POLITICIAN JOSEPH HUME IN HIS EFFORTS TO OBTAIN PUBLIC FREEDOM OF ACCESS
TO ALL MONUMENTS AND WORKS OF ART IN PUBLIC BUILDINGS AND MUSEUMS. IN 1836 HE SUGGESTED TO THE LIBERAL
WILLIAM EWART THAT A SPECIAL PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEE SHOULD BE FORMED LEADING TO THE ESTABLISHMENT OF
THE SCHOOL OF DESIGN AT SOMERSET HOUSE. HE WAS ONE OF THE FIRST ARTISTS IN LONDON TO CONCEIVE THE IDEA



OF BRINGING ‘CLEOPATRA’S NEEDLE’ TO THE CAPITAL. HIS PLAN AND DESIGN SUBMITTED FOR THE 1839 COMPETITION
PLACED THE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN OBELISK AS A MAIN FEATURE OF THE NATIONAL MONUMENT TO ADMIRAL NELSON IN

TRAFALGAR SQUARE. IN 1841 HE WAS ELECTED LIBERAL M.P. FOR IPSWICH. SIX YEARS LATER HE BECAME A GOVERNOR
OF THE FALKLAND ISLANDS ENJOYING GREAT DIPLOMATIC POPULARITY AND ACHIEVING SUCCESS IN THE ECONOMIC

DEVELOPMENT OF THE ISLANDS. HE RETURNED TO LONDON IN 1855 AND DIED AT HIS HOME IN REGENTS PARK IN
MARCH 1860.

HIS COUSIN, SIR JOHN RENNIE (1794 - 1874) WAS THE SECOND SON OF THE SCOTTISH CIVIL ENGINEER JOHN RENNIE
THE ELDER F.R.S. F.R.S.E. (1761 - 1821) WHO DESIGNED MANY BRIDGES, CANALS AND DOCKS INCLUDING WATERLOO

BRIDGE WHICH CANOVA CALLED ‘THE NOBLEST BRIDGE IN THE WORLD’, AND SAID THAT ‘IT IS WORTH GOING TO
ENGLAND SOLELY TO SEE RENNIE’S BRIDGE’.

THE YOUNGER SIR JOHN RENNIE WAS PLACED BY HIS FATHER IN 1813 UNDER THE TUTELAGE OF THE RESIDENT
ENGINEER OF WATERLOO BRIDGE, AND BY 1815 WAS ASSISTING HIS FATHER IN THE ERECTION OF SOUTHWARK BRIDGE.
IN 1819 HE TRAVELLED TO THE CONTINENT TO STUDY THE GREAT ENGINEERING WORKS OF EUROPE. WHEN HIS FATHER

DIED IN 1821 HE AND HIS BROTHER GEORGE RENNIE (1791 - 1868) RAN THE BUSINESS AS J & G RENNIE BECOMING
HEAVILY INVOLVED IN COMPLETING THE MANY PROJECTS AND COLOSSAL SCHEMES OF ENGINEERING THAT THEIR

FATHER HAD INITIATED. HE UNDERTOOK TO RUN THE CIVIL ENGINEERING PORTION OF THE FIRM WHILST THE
MECHANICAL SIDE WAS SUPERVISED BY HIS BROTHER.

SIR JOHN RENNIE’S MOST FAMOUS WORK WAS THE BUILDING OF LONDON BRIDGE TO THE DESIGNS OF HIS FATHER. THE
BRIDGE WAS COMPLETED AND OPENED IN 1831, THE YEAR HE WAS KNIGHTED. PRESUMABLY THIS MARBLE BUST WAS

SCULPTED AND EXHIBITED AT THE R.A. BY HIS COUSIN IN THAT YEAR IN HONOUR OF HIS KNIGHTHOOD.

 


