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Description:
The Audubon of the Sky
A rare chromolithograph of Sun Spots and Veiled Sun Spots from Etienne Leopold Trouvelot's original
work depicting celestial bodies, published in 1882.
Trouvelot's portfolio is a work of artistic brilliance far ahead of its time; many of the plates are redolent of
the most dramatic and engaging modernist paintings of the following century. In addition to its aesthetic
qualities, it is a scientific work of great importance; Trouvelot's magnum opus stands a superlative
celestial atlas and one of the most impressive American color plate books ever published.
The plates were lithographed by Armstrong and Company of Boston under Trouvelot's personal
supervision. Some of the plates can be directly attributed to the lithographic artist E. Boyd Smith. An
estimated 300 sets of the prints were sold as a portfolio for $125, although in a recent census only four
complete sets of plates were found in institutions (see note on rarity). Trouvelot was later awarded the
Valz Prize by the French Academy of Sciences for this portfolio and was elected to the American Academy
of Arts and Sciences shortly thereafter.
Trouvelot combined to a rare degree the qualities of an excellent observer and the skill of an accomplished
artist. Solon Bailey stated: "Trouvelot made beautiful drawings of various other celestial objects, including
total eclipses of the Sun, the surface of the moon, planets, comets and nebulae. These drawings show rare
artistic ability."

Drawer Ref: Celestial 1

Stock#: 59943
Page 1 of 4

Barry Lawrence Ruderman
Antique Maps Inc.
7407 La Jolla Boulevard
La Jolla, CA 92037

www.raremaps.com

(858) 551-8500
blr@raremaps.com

Group of Sun Spots and Veiled Spots
As noted by Backhus and Fitch (p. 12):
To ensure exactness with his drawings, Trouvelot used a grid system positioned at the prime
focus of his observing telescope. As a testimony to his accuracy relative to star positions, one
analysis concludes that Trouvelot's drawings of star positions near the Orion nebula were
within 6 arc seconds of actual star positions Trouvelot's first astronomical paper was published
in 1875 in the Proceedings of the American Academy of Sciences on the topic of veiled solar
spots.
Historian B.G. Corbin points out that an early form of astronomical photography became available during
the time when Trouvelot was working, but that the artist rejected the idea of switching media, arguing
that "the camera could not replace the human eye" when it came to capturing the subtleties of structure
and configuration. Trouvelot himself noted:
Although photography renders valuable assistance to the astronomer in the case of the Sun
and Moon... for other subjects, its products are in general so blurred and indistinct that no
details of any great value can be secured. A well trained eye alone is capable of seizing the
delicate details of structure and of configuration of the heavenly bodies, which are liable to be
affected, and even rendered invisible, by the slightest changes in our atmosphere. (Trouvelot
1882, p. v).
The Dictionary of Scientific Biography notes:
Except for Rutherford's wet-plate photographs of the sun and moon, made in 1865, Trouvelot's
drawings were considered the most accurate pictures of celestial objects available until the
perfection of dry-plate photography. (DSB XIII, 472)
His artistic genius received wide acclaim, with examples of his drawings appearing for public display. For
example, several drawings were displayed at the United States Centennial Exhibition in 1876 in
Philadelphia as part of the Naval Observatory exhibit. It became apparent that the best way to reach a
wider audience was to seek a publisher to produce a printed selection of his monumental works.
When Trouvelot brought the drawings to the New York publisher Charles Scribner's Sons, to be
transformed into chromolithographs, he supervised the process closely.
Etienne Leopold Trouvelot
Trouvelot (1827-1895) was born in Guyencourt, Aisne, France. During his early years he was apparently
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involved in politics and had Republican leanings. Following a coup d'état by Louis Napoleon in 1852, he
fled or was exiled with his family to the United States, arriving in 1855. They settled in the town of
Medford, Massachusetts, where he worked as an artist and nature illustrator. In both 1860 and '70 census,
his occupation is listed as lithographer.
Trouvelot had an interest as an amateur entomologist. In the U.S., silk-producing moths were being killed
off by various diseases. Trouvelot brought some Gypsy Moth egg masses from Europe in late 1866 and was
raising gypsy moth larvae in the forest behind his house. Trouvelot apparently understood the danger
posed by the Gypsy Moths and housed them under netting. Unfortunately, an egg mass went missing
during a storm in 1869. He immediately realized the potential problem he had caused and notified some
nearby entomologists, but nothing was done. This story has been called into question, based on earlier
reports Trouvelot made that his netting had holes in it large enough for robins to fit through and eat his
caterpillars.
Shortly following this incident, Trouvelot lost interest in entomology and turned to astronomy. In this field
he could put his skills as an artist to good use by illustrating his observations. His interest in astronomy
was apparently aroused in 1870 when he witnessed several auroras.
When Joseph Winlock, the director of Harvard College Observatory, saw the quality of his illustrations, he
invited Trouvelot onto their staff in 1872. In 1875, he was invited to the U.S. Naval Observatory to use the
26-inch refractor for a year. During the course of his life he produced about 7,000 quality astronomical
illustrations. 15 of his most superb pastel illustrations were published by Charles Scribner's Sons in 1881.
He was particularly interested in the Sun, and discovered "veiled spots" in 1875. Besides his illustrations,
he published about 50 scientific papers.
In 1878, Trouvelot and his son travelled to Creston, Wyoming Territory, to observe the total eclipse of the
Sun on July 29.
By 1882, Trouvelot had returned to France and joined the Meudon Observatory. He worked there under
Jules Janssen, a leading solar astronomer. However, Trouvelot resented the cloudy French sky, which
impeded his observations. He traveled with Janssen to the Caroline Islands in the South Pacific to observe
the total eclipse of 1883 and attempt to discover the phantom intra-Mercurial planet.
Trouvelot died at Meudon on April 22, 1895. At the time he was working on a monograph of Mars. His son,
George, hoped to find a publisher for Etienne's drawings of Mars, but was unsuccessful. The whereabouts
of almost all of the drawings left by Trouvelot to his family are currently unknown.
Rarity
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Trouvelot's prints were originally intended for the astronomical and scientific community and most of the
larger US observatories purchased copies of the portfolio. In 2002, B.G. Corbin undertook a census to
determine the number of surviving copies of the complete set of 15 prints and was only able to confirm the
existence of 4 complete sets.
Detailed Condition:
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