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All joy or sorrow for the happiness or calamities of others is produced by an action of the imag-
ination, that realises the event however fictitious, or approximates it however remote, by plac-
ing us for a time, in the condition of him whose fortune we contemplate; so that we feel, while 
the deception lasts, whatever motion would be excited by the same good or evil happening to 
ourselves.

Samuel Johnson, The Rambler no 60, 13 October 1750

Voor Annemarie van Santen
uit liefde
en in bewondering
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I met Joan Gideon Loten in Leiden’s Natural History Museum in August of 1976. In 
the room of late professor Hilbrand Boschma, former director of this Museum,1 I dis-
covered a letter written to him by Alex C. Townsend who at that time was librarian at 
the British Museum (Natural History) in London. The letter had been posted in Au-
gust of 1958 and contained the original manuscript of Joan Gideon Loten’s descrip-
tion of watercolours with birds and plants from Sri Lanka, Sulawesi and Java.2 In his 
letter mr Townsend asked professor Boschma to comment on this document. How-
ever, professor Boschma never responded to this request, possibly because the letter 
had disappeared in the chaotic pile of manuscripts and correspondence to be found on 
Boschma’s desk. I decided to answer mr Townsend’s letter. Thus, more than fi fty years 
after the receipt of Alex Townsend’s letter, this is the belated response to his question. 

From August 1976 until May 1978, I did short-term contract work for Leiden’s 
Natural History Museum and my efforts during that time were mainly  concentrated 
on Loten’s watercolour collections in London and Haarlem. I studied and de-
scribed the drawings, and compared them with their engraved copies in eighteenth-
century ornithological books. It was evident that more than forty watercolours had 
a taxonomical type status. I also prepared a short biographical sketch of Loten as 
an introduction to my inventory of his natural history collection. I had completed 
most of this work by 1978 when I changed jobs and became a fi sh biologist. Unfor-
tunately, the career that took me into freshwater fi sheries did not give me the op-
portunity to complete my catalogue of the Loten collection. Even so, I did publish 
three papers in Dutch which summarised Loten’s life and gave details of his natu-
ral history collection. Then, in September of 2005 when I had concluded my last 
 project in fi sheries, I was fi nally able to resume my studies of Joan Gideon Loten.

Loten’s private documents introduced me to an impulsive and charming man, 
whose emotions were as lifelike as those of my most intimate friends. Loten had 
many interests, his natural history activities formed only part of these; he was also 
active in astronomy, cartography and navigation. His manuscripts and book col-
lection show his lifelong interest in history, genealogy and heraldry. Loten lived 
not only in Utrecht, my own place of residence, but also in the Dutch East Indies 
and in Horace Walpole and Samuel Johnson’s fascinating London. 

Preface
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 Preface8

After studying Loten for over 30 years I realise that in August of 1976, I had met 
my eighteenth-century alter ego. I changed my initial idea to write a short study of 
the life of the ‘naturalist Governor of Ceylon’ and resolved to write a detailed re-
construction based primarily upon ego-documents. Being fascinated by a person is 
a serious pitfall for a biographer, identifying with the subject’s experiences a horror 
to the critics of the genre. There is the danger that such stories spiral into hagiog-
raphy. Nevertheless I decided to confront my affections and to go ahead and write 
the life of this Dutch version of the English eighteenth-century virtuoso in the hope 
of fi nding out what forces drove him personally and what issues infl uenced his ca-
reer and his achievements.

Utrecht December 2009
Lex Raat
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