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that Jumbo be ‘… paid for at the 
rate of the value of its ivory, viz. £9 
and £6 for skin’, a total of £15. This 
was politely refused by the NSW 
Zoological Society which suggested 
instead the sum of £25, and which 
Etheridge agreed to on 4 March.

By 1897, according to the Museum’s 
Annual Report for the year, Jumbo’s 
skin had been preserved and put 
into store ‘there being at present 
no facilities for setting it up’, and 
his skeleton had been mounted 
and formed ‘a conspicuous object 
among the Osteological [skeleton] 
Collections’. 

His skeleton has been on 
continuous display at the Australian 
Museum ever since. Jumbo’s skin 
unfortunately deteriorated in 
storage, exuding ‘... certain fluids 
which have a very strong and 
unpleasant odour’, and had to be 
destroyed in 1916.

Vanessa Finney is an archivist at the 
Australian Museum.

l Did you know that elephants walk on 
their toes? It’s true – come and see Jumbo’s 
skeleton for yourself in the revamped 
Skeletons exhibition on Level G.
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n Here’s one creature from the 
murky waters around Sydney that 
you probably won’t be seeing this 
summer. It’s a nudibranch (sea slug) 
with a colourful past, as marine 
biologist Bill Rudman explains.

George French Angas is well-
known for his superbly illustrated 
accounts of colonial Australia, 
New Zealand  and South Africa. He 
was also an important naturalist 
and as Secretary, or administrator 
(1853–60), was an early employee 
of the Australian Museum. On his 
return to England he published 
prolifically on the natural history 
of Australia, including, in 1864, a 
report, with accurate watercolour 
paintings, on the nudibranchs (sea 
slugs) of Sydney, many of them new 
to science.

But here’s the mystery: no sign of 
the specimens have been found 
either in Sydney or England. 
Fortunately though, the original 
paintings were returned to Sydney 
where they are carefully preserved 
in the Museum’s Research Library. 
Today, there are stricter rules 
applying to the descriptions of new 
species, and a single specimen – the 
holotype – must be chosen as a 
reference and placed in a museum. 
Because no specimens exist, Angas’s 
paintings have a special scientific 
status as iconotypes and, while 
valuable as the works of a colonial 
artist, they are also a priceless part 
of our scientific heritage.

The importance of having such a 
reference point was brought home 
to me some years ago when I was 
studying a group of south-eastern 
Australian nudibranchs notable for 
their red-spotted colour pattern. 
There were many more species than 
had previously been recognised, 
each with subtle colour differences. 
This unique cluster of red-spotted 

species use colour mimicry to protect 
themselves from fish predation: they 
store noxious chemicals in their skin 
and by sharing a common colour 
pattern send a blanket warning to 
fish to leave red spots alone.

Although today, we use anatomical 
differences, and even DNA, to 
distinguish species, in earlier times 
species were often based on short 
paragraphs describing shape and 
external colour. Separating similarly 
coloured species on the basis of 
such short descriptions is often very 
difficult. Angas named a number of 
these red-spotted species and, in all 

The mysTerious  
sea slugs of  
george french angas

cases, his paintings were superbly 
accurate. 

One puzzle however was a species, 
not uncommon around Sydney, 
which had been identified as the 
Angas species, Chromodoris loringi, 
but had subtle colour differences 
from the Angas painting. Had 
Angas got one wrong, or were 
we still missing one of the species 
he had painted? It was not until 
1980, over 100 years since it had 
been described, that animals 
exactly matching his painting were 
discovered living around Sydney. 
The wrong C. loringi was renamed 
C. thompsoni after the scientist who 
had first found, but unfortunately 
misidentified, it. Without the Angas 
watercolours, we would still be 
arguing over its identity.

Dr Bill Rudman is a senior fellow  
at the Australian Museum.

Further reading

Angas, GF, 1864, Description d’espèces 
nouvelles appartenant à plusieurs genres 
de Mollusques Nudibranches des environs 
de Port-Jackson (Nouvelle-Galles du Sud), 
accompagnée de dessins faits d’après nature. 
Journal de Conchyliologie, series 3, 12: 
43–70, pls. 4–6.

Rudman, WB, 1991, Purpose in Pattern: 
the evolution of colour in chromodorid 
nudibranchs. Journal of Molluscan Studies, 
57, (T.E. Thompson Memorial Issue): 5–21.

Sea Slug Forum: www.seaslugforum.net.
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UP CLOSE: FROM THE ARCHIvES

n For once, let’s talk about  
the elephant in the room.  
vanessa Finney has the story.

In 1896, the earthly remains 
– skeleton and skin – of Jumbo the 
elephant came to the Australian 
Museum from the Zoological 
Gardens at Moore Park.

Jumbo had arrived in Sydney from 
Siam (now Thailand) as a present 
from King Chulalongkorn only 
13 years earlier, in August 1883. 
Exchanged for a selection of 

Australian birds and plants,  
the ‘youthful’ Jumbo joined Jessie 
the female elephant who had 
arrived from Calcutta Zoo one year 
earlier. 

Jessie lived to the ripe old age of  
65 years, moving to the new 
Taronga Zoo in Mosman in 1916 
where she gave rides for the next  
23 years. 

Jumbo, too, was soon busy. 
According to an early Zoo brochure, 
within months of his arrival at 
Moore Park he was giving rides to 
as many as 10,000 children a year 
as well as ‘making himself useful in 
helping with any heavy drawing or 
lifting work that turns up’.

Jumbo’s working life, however, 
was cut short. He was retired in 
1894 after attacking his keeper and 
was kept confined to his enclosure 
for the next two years. He died of 
natural causes on 18 January 1896.

The Australian Museum was 
informed the same day, with 
Museum staff promptly dispatched 
to the Moore Park Zoo to measure 
the remains. According to the 
veterinarian’s report he was 22 feet 
2 inches (6.8 metres) long at death, 
with a girth of 18 feet (5.5 metres).

By 4 February, Jumbo’s skeleton and 
skin had arrived at the Australian 
Museum. 

The Museum’s Curator, Robert 
Etheridge Jnr, initially suggested 
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above: Jumbo’s death notice sparked 
immediate action as a team of taxidermists 
was dispatched to the Zoo to ‘process’ the 
skeleton.

below left: The initial offer of £15 was 
politely refused …

below right: … and the final sum of £25 
was paid to the Zoo. It’s interesting that the 
Museum affectionately used Jumbo’s name 
on the paperwork. Documents from the 
Australian Museum Archives.

The long-lost Chromodoris loringi (left); 
Chromodoris thompsoni, previously 
misidentified as C. loringi (centre); and 
another red-spotted Angas species (right). 
Hypselodoris bennetti. Photo Bill Rudman.

Jumbo has been on continuous display at  
the Australian Museum since 1897.  
Photo Australian Museum.

Hypselodoris bennetti (Angas, 1864) (top); 
and Chromodoris loringi (Angas, 1864) 
(bottom). The subtle differences in the 
background blue/purple colour of the 
two species in these Angas watercolours 
enabled C. loringi to be re-identified 
more than 100 years later. Compare with 
photos of living animals (below). Australian 
Museum Research Library. 
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