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THE HISTOR/£ CONCIIYUORUM 

Martin Lister (1639-1712) 1 was an English physician, naturalist and early Fe11ow of 
the Royal Society, whose best-known work of naturnl history is the Historice 
Conchyliorum (1685-1692). In its final fonn, it is a collection of more than l,000 
prints from copperplate engravings of pictures of shells, briefly described in Latin 
polynomials. Preliminary sets of plates were prepared, at first under the tide De 
Cochleis ( 1685) and then, as the collection grew, as Hi.storia Conchyliorum Uber I 
(1685). ll (1686), UI (1687), IV (1688) and finally as the whole (Historice sive Syn
opsis Methodie<.e Conchyliorum) with a.n append.ix, some time after J 692 (Wilkins, 
1957; Keynes, 1980; 1981). At the foot of each title page is the line "Susanna et Anna 
Lister Figuras pin(xerunt)." or "delin(earunt)." Who were these industrious artists. 
presumably members of Martin Lister's family? 

WIFE AND DAUGHTER'! OR TWO DAUGHTERS'! 

Lister married Hannah Parkinson in 1669.2-J They lived in York from 1670 to 1683, 
when they moved to London. By this time they had several daughters and af least one 
son. Historians and bibliographers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries report that 
the illustrations for the Hisroria were made by two of the daughters (De Bure, l 764; 
Da Costa, 1776; Maton and Rackett, 1804; Turton, 1819; Johnston, )850; Davies 1873; 
Boulger, 1893). It1 the present century, this has been questioned. Gunther ( 1945) wrote, 
wit.hout comment. that the drawings were by Lister's "devoted wife and daughter, 
Susannah and Anna Lister" and Raven (1942) that they were made by "Lister's 
daughter Susannah and his wife, Anna" .4 Steams (1967) pointed out that "because of 
the occasional identification of the names Anna and Hannah, the womenfolk may have 
been Lister•s wife and daughter. There is uncertainty on this point". Keynes (1980; 
1981) devoted several pages to demolishing what he calls "the legend'' that the illus· 
tTations were the work of two of Lister's daughters. 

Keynes pointed out that some of the earliest engravings in the Ht'stori~ 
Conchyliorum were reprints of plates used in llistori<:e Animalium Anglia- tres Trac
tatus (Lister, 1678). These. like that illustrating Lister's article on snails in the Philo
sophical Transactions (1674), were made by William Lodge, who, with Lister, was one 
of a "club of virtuosi" at York (Walpole, 1771). Further, knowing that Lister married 
in 1669, Keynes suggested that "His eldest child. nm necessarily a daughter, could not 
have been more than sixteen years old when the earliest title-page for the book was 
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dated 1685 . . . which virtually rules out any daughter as having worked on either 
drawing or engraving at that date; yet it does not ex.elude the wife as having been the 
first family collaborator, most probably as draughtsman or water-colourist rather than 
as engraver" . Keynes developed this idea, suggesting that Lister's wife was "the first 
to profit by instruction from Lodge", a friend and neighbour in York. "in both drawing 
and engraving, perhaps watched by the child, Susannah". Later. when the initials of 
mother and daughter were added to the title-page, "the daughter's were put above the 
mother's, perhaps to encourage her". Because Keynes found no other refe.rence to a 
daughter Anna, not even in her father's will. written in 1704, he questions whether she 
ever existed. 

THE TWO DAUGHTERS: CONTEMPORARY COMMENTS 

Susanna, the eldest child of Martin and Hannah Lister, was born in the summer of 
1670.5 Her eldest sister, christened Anne. was born in October 167L6 So she did exist; 
but was she an artist? Did the " legend'' of the two young artists arise in the eighteenth 
century by confusion of the names of wife and daughter, to be copied from one author 
to another for 200 years? We can answer these questions directly, from the words of 
Martin Lister and his colleagues in letters that are now in the Bodteian Library, 
Oxford. 

First, a letter from Lister in London, "to his wife Anne" in York, that was evidently 
written when on his way to France with his sister Mrs Jane Allington. on 17 July t 68 J: 
"J did send home a box of colour in oil for Susan & Nancy to paint with. As for the 
pencils sent with them, and the colours in shells, which are for limning, I would have 
thee lock them carefully up, till I return, for they know not yet the use of them" 
(Goulding, 1900).7 Evidently the two daughters, Susan aged about eleven and 
"Nancy" not yet ten. were budding artists. Moreover, their further instruction was to 
be given (or arranged) by Martin Lister and not by his wife. 

Second, a letter from Lister (29 October 1692) t.o Edward Lhwyd, then Keeper of 
the Ashmolean Museum, in which he writes of sending ''a few more of the original. 
drawings of my daughters, because you desired them for the museum" (Goulding, 
1900). No mention of his wife. The original water-colour and pencil drawings for the 
Ristorit~ Conchyliorum are now in the Bodleian Library (transferred with other papers 
bequeathed to the Museum by Lister), labelled "Original draughts by Mrs Anne Lister 
of Lister's Synopsis" , although some of them are signed •·s.L:•.11 

Third, an undated letter from Richard Waller (who became Secretary of the Royal 
Society in 1687) to Martin Lister: " my hearty thanks for your book of shells so curi
ously designed by your young ladies" .9 Finally, a letter from John Place to Martin 
Lister ( l6 May 1694) records " the Great Duke's singular satisfaction with the inge
nious and elaborate book. I told him that the figures were the work of your daughters, 
which surprises him extremely" .10 It need no longer surprise us, though it was in 
danger of being forgotten! 

Anne Lister was 13 or 14 in 1685, when her initials were engraved, with those of 
her elder sister, on the title page of De Cochleis, forerunner to the HistoritP 
Conchyliorum.11 It is not unusual for (exceptional) children to draw skilfully at an 
early age. By the time that the work was finished, both young women were in their 
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early twenties. and Lhwyd wrote to Lister" I doe not wonder your workw(omen) 
begin to be tired; you have held them so long to it" (Gunther, 1945).12 
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I agree with Keynes that William Lodge (who died in 1689) probably engraved 
some of the early plates, from drawings made by Susanna and Anne. Keynes also 
records Lister's occasional impatience with the tardiness of Lodge, and it is likely that 
he encouraged his talented daughters to practice engraving. A plate ilJustrating one of 
his letters in Philosophical Transactions (1685) is signed "S. sculp(it)" and Susan 
lightly scratched her name on plate 556 in the Historite Conchyliorum (Keynes, 1980; 
1981 ); was it her first? It certainly seems sketchier and less confident than the work of 
Lodge, although it is executed in a similar style. Wilkins (l952, 1957) was the first to 
point out that two styles arc evident in the book. The bold engravings of Anne Lister 
are characterised by the shading; she used parallel lines of graduated thickness, rather 
than the cross-hatching favoured by Lodge and Susanna. The painting styles of the two 
sisters are even more dlfferent than their engraving.13 Anne painted as she engraved: 
bol.d and precise, with the same graduated shading lines, but done with a brush. 
Susanna used puddles of wash and some of her pictures are not very good! 

Anne Lister's last signed ptate is dated 1693 (Keynes, l980; 1981). We have not yet 
found any record of her death, but guess that she died between 1695 {when her 
mother's memorial tablet (Parker, 1992, Plate Vl b) reported "six children in tears" ) 
and l 704, when her name did not appear in her father's will (Davies, 1873) among 
those of Alexander, Barbara, Dorothy, Frances and Susanna, although she woUld have 
been only 33 years old at that time. 14 

Let the la.« words be those of Maton and Rackett (1804) on the mustrations to the 
Historfre Ct>nchyliornm: " We ought not to omit mentioning that. the delineations of all 
these, for the most part so accurate, came from the fair hands of this celebrated natu
raJist' s daughters, Susannah and Ann Lister. whose names deserve to descend to pos
terity with their father's, and whose truly meritorious industry and ingenuity are 
patterns for their sex ... 
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NOTES 

' Hitherto •. Manin Lister was only known to have been born in about 1638, but the record of his birth on 
10 April 1639 may be seen at the Cooney Record Office in Aylesbury. Buckinghamshire, in the Bishop' s 
Transcripts of the parish of Rad.dive. 
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' 15 August 1669 at St Sampson, York (photocopy, in the York City Library. of the original register). 
John Ray offered his congratulations in a .letter dated 15 November 1669 (Gunther, 1928) not 7 May as 
reported hy Steams ( 1967). 

l Hannah's father, Thoma.;;, was a nephew of John Parkinson ( 1567-1650}, herbalist and gardener, author 
of P,1radisi in to/~ l'aradisus terrestrls and Theatrunt Botanicwn. I like to think that the families of Hannah 
and Martin were acquainted 1hrough the fricn.(fahip of their great-uncles (John and Sir Matthew), who had 
been colleagues (a\ Botanist and Physician) al 1he coon of Charles J. 

4 Raven acknowledged that he had the use of Gunther's manuscrip«, prepared before his dea.lh in 1940: 
hence my order of citation. 

5 "Susanna the daughter of Martin Lister, Clerk and Anna his wife was baptized the nynth of June in the 
yearc 1670" (Parish register (P 18'3} of Carleton in Craven, West Yorkshire Archive Service, Leeds). 

6 Born l 3 October 1671 , baptised 24 October at Holy Trinity. Micldegate, York. 
7 Bodlelan Libr.i.ry, Oxford University, MS Lister 4, f. 77: (hereafter MS lister). 
8 MS Li.stet 9. Lister himself (1698, in Steams. 1967) referred to the finished work as the Synopsis 

Conchyliorum. 
9 MS Lister 3, f. 235--{>. 
10 MS .LisLer 3, f. 21 I. -8. 
n ''Anna". used on the Larin title pages., is the Latinised fofm of the name with which she was 

christened. 
12 P 155; MS Li&ter 3, f . .154, 1.8 February 1692. 
13 MS Lister 9. 
14 Manin Lister's will: Surrey 17 I 2, Barnes February 33, at Somerset House. 
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