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How do the drawings of animals for the decoration of the  

Natural History Museum stage man's place in nature?  

 

Waterhouse’s preparatory drawings for the terracotta sculptures embedded within the Natural History 

Museum, London, are bound up with concerns of mankind’s place in nature. During an age in which 

Victorian notions of evolution and pre-history were challenged and developing in new ways, the structure 

can be said to be a memorial to a time in which scientists’ faith was challenged and they were struck by 

progressive theories by men such as Darwin and Huxley. This essay will argue that Waterhouse and 

Owen aimed for the sculptural relief of the museum to remain decorative, contained and uniform, 

expressing man’s ability to gain an understanding and thus control over the natural world, displaying 

creatures which appear subordinate and afraid of powers above them. In addition to this, I will explore the 

way in which Waterhouse himself attempted to maintain control of the building in terms of its expression 

of his architectural skill, ensuring that the ornament, and thus the sculptor, did not gain the limelight. 

Man’s place in nature is forcefully staged within Waterhouse’s architectural design. Cunningham 

describes the former terracotta sculpture of Adam that was given a crucial central position, crowning the 

entrance bay, high on the main gable.
1
 This work was destroyed during the second world war, so we have 

no way of formally describing its features, but the very existence of such a statue attests to the focus given 

to man, towering atop this emphatically British museum; the message is clear – that Man is hierarchically 

above all of the creatures (living and extinct), flora and fauna depicted within this structure. A creationist 

emphasis was articulated by James Bell in Magazine of Art, who described the way in which Adam’s 

form appropriately terminated the highest gable; “the quintessence of nature, with outstretched arms and 

upward gaze directed towards a still higher power.”
2
 Bell demonstrates the hierarchy implied by the forms 

on the exterior of the building: Adam, representing humankind, gestured up to Heaven and God above, 
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while below, physically powerful creatures stand to attention, under our control, domesticised, reduced to 

ornament, juxtaposed with gargoyles below them, perhaps implying allegiance to God and awareness of 

Hell below. 

Domestication is evident in Waterhouse’s stylisation of the relatively large beasts that line the parapet of 

the exterior. Despite being obviously robust in stature, Mylodon (fig) is given a frightened expression; he 

looks up to the sky, just as his fellow parapet dwellers do, symmetrically, forming a two-rhythm pattern. 

There is a sense that these beasts are at the will of God above. Perhaps when Adam stood high atop the 

entrance, it appeared that they looked up in fear of him. If this is the case, it is clear that the drawings 

stage these beasts as inferior to and frightened of humankind. Looking very closely at Waterhouse’s 

Mylodon, we are able to interpret the artist’s emphasis on the creature’s downturned, quivering mouth and 

alert, anxious eyes, while the creature’s claws are lined up neatly in a way that makes him appear 

attentive, as if waiting to be scolded by his superior; this is seen in his drawing of the Pterodactyl (fig) 

that sits between windows on the first floor. In its final form, the Pterodactyl highlights Waterhouse’s 

concern for the sculpture to remain decorative and not dominant (fig), it is placed between windows, 

embellishing the overall façade alongside fauna relief and other ornament. 

The implied subordination of these creatures to God can be interpreted as referring to the opinions of the 

Museum’s curator, Richard Owen, who was famously reluctant to agree with Darwin’s early theories of 

evolution.
3
 Waterhouse and Owen worked closely together in the design of this building. Waterhouse was 

conscious of his creatures’ being approved by Owen. The creatures on the parapet can be read as towing 

the line between creationism and a belief in evolution. 
4
 While the concept of the survival of the fittest is 

illustrated through the inclusion of extinct species, Owen was criticised for the complete separation 

between extinct species on the first floor and living creatures on the parapet.
5
 Waterhouse’s drawings of 

the parapet figures can be read as illustrating the creatures’ fear of an Old Testament God; looking up to 
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Heaven. This is furthered on reflection of their placement on the building. There are not statues of 

humankind running all along the top of the building, and it is possible that the statue of Adam was created 

after these designs were finished.
6
 If this is the case, the cowering parapet creatures had no-where to 

direct their sullen glances to other than to Heaven above. In this way, the parapet drawings can be read to 

stage Man’s place in nature as subordinate to God, and that these beasts are conscious of his overriding 

power. These drawings stage the parapet beasts as subordinate to a higher power, whether subjects to 

Adam or to God.  

This subordination of living creatures is effective especially in terms of the facial expressions. If 

Waterhouse was concerned with realism, the creatures would be far more dynamic and ferocious in 

demeanour. It is thus apparent that both Owen and Waterhouse were not trying to achieve high realism; 

naturalism, perhaps, in terms of what the extinct creatures may have looked like: the shapes of their 

features, but not their reactions to the world around them. They are not even as if hunted; their poses do 

not suggest fear in terms of being about to flee; they are as if imprisoned, stuck in their terracotta forms to 

this building of man’s creation. This idea is not explored by Cunningham, who does not refer to the 

creature’s strangely fearful facial expressions as odd in any way, when considering their physical strength 

in relation to humanity. Perhaps Owen wished for the façade of the building to appear welcoming and 

unthreatening to the Victorian population, who were probably overwhelmed by scientific progress and 

theories. 

Interestingly, Owen’s contemporary scientist, Thomas Henry Huxley, wrote a book entitled Evidence as 

to Man's Place in Nature, published just a year before the site at South Kensington was selected. This 

book gave evidence for the evolution of man and apes from a common ancestor, placing emphasis on the 

fact that the concept of evolution applied just as much to man as to any other creature.
7
 In 1857 Owen had 
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placed man in a subclass of his own, which Huxley fiercely fought against in his theories.
8
 Huxley’s book 

was published after Darwin’s On the Origin of Species; Darwin had avoided discussing the origins of 

man within this text,
9
 and it wasn’t until 1871 that he fully addressed human evolution.

10
 This is all highly 

significant with regards to Waterhouse’s drawings and is likely to have influenced Owen’s considerations 

as to how these figures should be postured. It is probable that Owen felt just as anxious about taking the 

leap of placing mankind within evolutionary theory as Darwin had.  

If we read the parapet figures as working against Huxley’s theories, we find evidence in their distinct 

separation from man, placed within this highly uniform architectural structure. Their facial expressions 

can be read as longing for empathy; they seem panicked and docile, perhaps alluding to Owen’s wish for 

the creatures to seem totally subject to man’s control: as Other. The drawing of Mylodon is inherently 

linked to Owen’s mindfulness of other’s theories in terms of its strangely human facial expression, but 

wish to create a building that expressed his creationist ideas
11

, including Adam at the centre of the 

building.  

Perhaps the curator and scientist felt perplexed as to how to take on these new and revelatory theories, 

and went about devising a set of creatures which neither agreed nor disagreed with the latest scientific 

ideas, for fear of the building becoming redundant in the next century. The cowering forms of the parapet 

and on the balustrades and gables of the pavilions (fig) can be interpreted as fearful of man, who at the 

time was in turn perplexed and perhaps fearful as to how to walk the line between faith and science. It is 

debated as to the degree to which these drawings acknowledge new Evolutionist theories or merely 

displayed outdated creationist thought.
12

 There is a definite humanity to the creatures’ expressions as they 

focus fearfully on something above; perhaps a sign of Owen’s own anxieties. 
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Waterhouse’s drawings stage man’s place in nature in terms of humankind’s dominance over animals; 

expressing not only man’s ability to physically harm and domesticate creatures, but also his ability to 

categorise and understand the science behind all natural matter. As discussed previously, the figures on 

the parapet form a double pattern across the skyline, implying the creature’s adherence to man, or to 

God’s, wishes. The figures appear conscious of the space they occupy: Mylodon’s claws are placed in a 

way that is not imaginable for a real living creature: so perfectly symmetrical. This enhances our sense of 

these terracotta figures’ being at the will of man; in this case, at the will of the artist.  

In addition, it is interesting to consider the sculpture’s relation to the architectural form as a whole. From 

afar, the parapet creatures do not appear large; they are not allowed to dominate the overall building. This 

is something which Cunningham does not engage with, and is something I wish to emphasise within this 

essay. It is crucial to remember that Waterhouse was above all an architect; his design for the building 

included his drawing the creatures, but his overall task was to design the building in its structural entirety. 

He was conscious of Owen’s approval of his creature designs because he was not experienced in drawing 

animals.
13

 In terms of Waterhouse’s own interests, it can be said that the nervous and frightened creatures 

on the parapet become diminished by the gigantic ‘Cathedral’
14

 of Natural History designed by the 

architect. Perhaps Waterhouse wished for his architectural abilities to stand out above the sculptural 

details, concerned for this to be infamous for its architectural magnificence rather than the sculptor’s 

refinements.  

When thinking in this way, we can begin to articulate the way in which Waterhouse attempts to situate 

these creatures as subject to his own architectural will. He ensures that the sculptures do not deter the 

viewer from appreciating the building as a whole. This is something that Cunningham touches upon, but 

does not take further than saying that “Waterhouse allows the overall design to control the disposition of 
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each animal.”
15

 This is a fascinating aspect to the design of this building: through the architect’s personal 

concern for the building to stand out for itself as a structural marvel, Waterhouse stages his own place as a 

man within his contemporary natural world as volatile and endangered; he can be interpreted as an 

architect who is fearful of the sculpture overriding his architectural triumph. He is highly concerned with 

his architectural work standing out and being appreciated, and ensures that the sculptures stand to 

attention, not detracting from architectural elements. 

The Venetian windows on the first floor, for example, are given ornament in the extinct species which 

stand between them; but the word ornament is crucial here. The creatures do not jut out vastly; they are 

contained and small in scale, functioning as decorative elements to the overall façade. In terms of 

Waterhouse’s drawings, he is highly conscious of space and symmetry. With the drawings of the extinct 

Pterodactyl and Sabre-Tooth-Tiger (fig), we see the way in which Waterhouse drew the animals on top of 

their architectural bases: ensuring that they remained within their allocated spaces. Through architectural 

concern and control, Waterhouse, as man, stages himself, and his profession, as hierarchically above 

sculptural concerns, and does not allow for theatrical or expressive animalistic expression. In depicting 

the creatures as afraid and self-conscious, the artist enables the architectural structure to contain and 

control the beasts, placing them symmetrically as if to allude to the way in which scientists systematically 

explore species in order to gain an understanding of them.  It can be said that the drawings, in their 

subordinate appearance and decorative quality, stand in line for Waterhouse: to allow his architectural 

ability to shine through. Their composition is contrived in order that the architectural features are not 

obscured. 

Through drawing the creatures as physically strong but uncourageous, Waterhouse ensures that his 

architectural design is the viewer’s primary focus, diminishing the emphasis on the sculptor’s work. Upon 

looking at the building from afar (fig), it is difficult to see the creatures, let alone to make out their details 

or facial expressions. Perhaps in creating expressive and intricate drawings of the sculptures, Waterhouse 
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was obeying his commissioner, and enabling the sculptor to have a plan to work from. These sculptural 

forms decorate and ornament: they do not dominate or detract from the overall structure, they are 

inanimate and confined, placed upon small platforms, appearing uncomfortable and obscure within this 

inanimate whole. 

Waterhouse can be interpreted as subordinating sculpture through this dominantly architectural structure. 

Sculpture is not encouraged to jut out excessively, or to shine independent of the overall form. The height 

of the parapet is something to be considered, too. Being so far away from the spectator on the ground (fig) 

one would imagine that Waterhouse would endeavour to make the creatures large in scale, but he did not. 

Perhaps Waterhouse was not overly concerned with scientific accuracy,
16

 and thus felt more artistic 

freedom in this distance than we realise. Artistic freedom is itself an expression of man’s creative and 

ingenious abilities, staging man as knowledgeable and above the creatures depicted, who are subject to 

Waterhouse’s hand.  

In this way, through the architect’s decision to keep the parapet sculptures at a distance from the viewer 

on the ground, it can be interpreted that he subconsciously staged himself as an intelligent man who could 

design sculptural forms, but that the decoration was just one element of a large architectural achievement 

envisioned by a prolific architect. The drawings inherently subordinate the finalised sculptures in their 

detail which eventually becomes unable to be seen from the ground, and thus stage man as so clever in his 

artistic design ability that he can draught and create ornament for ornament’s sake. 

In a further sense, in designing these sculptures as small in scale and high atop the building, Waterhouse 

may reveal a concern for the visitor to have to make an effort, to contemplate and pay attention to detail, 

just as a visitor to the Museum would be required to do in order to learn. This idea in itself stages man as 

capable of being educated and becoming knowledgeable of the world around him, in a way that these 

beasts cannot. 
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To conclude, through the rigid and linear nature of this building, the creatures are designed as ornament 

that remains in line with Waterhouse’s architectural scheme, and are thus subject to man’s will. The key 

creatures of the façade stand to attention, or cower in fear, but remain symmetrical and functional in their 

postures, trapped within a vast structure that in turn contains and controls the natural world’s contents. 

Waterhouse’s drawings inherently stage man as intelligent and powerful in terms of their illustration and 

attempted containment of animal forms atop a manmade structure. 
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Fig. 1. Waterhouse, A. Mylodon. Preparatory 

drawing for parapet.  
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Fig. 2. Waterhouse, A. 

Believed to be a Pterodactyl 

and Sabre-Tooth-Tiger. 

Preparatory drawings for first-

floor galleries.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Waterhouse, A. 

Three unidentified 

animals. Preparatory 

drawings for 

balustrades and gables 

of the pavilions.  
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Fig. 4. 

Photograph of 

the first-floor 

gallery façade.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. 

Photograph of 

the Natural 

History 

Museum, 

London.  
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