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Portions of the following are taken from an interview with
Gordon Chancellor on October 4, 2008.

The H.M.S. Beagle, clearly one of the most famous
ships in history, did not start out famous or end its life that
way. When Gordon Chancellor, son of the painter John
Chancellor (1925–1984), asked his father to paint the Bea-
gle, his father resisted because there were no good records
of exactly how the Beagle appeared. Painters of ships’
portraits are attentive to the smallest details so that the
portraits are precise down to every inch of line. John
Chancellor, wanting to respond to his son’s request but also
needing to be meticulously accurate, began what became
six months of research.

The H.M.S. Beagle, launched in May 1820, was a Cher-
okee class, 10-gun brig-sloop of the Royal Navy. She took
part in a fleet review celebrating the coronation of King
George IV, and she was the first ship to sail under the “new”
London Bridge. No longer needed as a brig, she was con-
verted into a “barque” fitted for hydrographic survey research.
The first of her three expeditions began in May 1826 under the
command of Captain Pringle Stokes. In 1828 while the Beagle
was in the waters off Tierra del Fuego, Stokes fell into a deep
depression and died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. He
was replaced by a 23-year-old aristocrat named Robert
FitzRoy. Captain FitzRoy proved an “able commander and
meticulous surveyor” (“HMS Beagle,” n.d.).

The second and most famous voyage of the Beagle
began in 1831 when the Beagle was substituted for a ship in
poor repair that had been scheduled for a second South Amer-
ican survey. Captain FitzRoy spared no expense in refitting his
ship, because ships of this class had the reputation of being
“coffin brigs” because of their poor maneuverability and a
tendency to sink (“HMS Beagle,” n.d.). In addition, FitzRoy,
mindful of what had happened to Stokes, also attempted to get
a friend to accompany him, but that did not work out, so he
asked a friend and superior to recommend a companion and
naturalist who might accompany him on this voyage. The
friend’s suggestion: Charles Darwin. The Beagle, with Dar-
win aboard, left England in December 1831 for South Amer-
ica and returned from her groundbreaking scientific voyage in
October 1836. Following her third survey voyage, the Beagle
became a coastguard ship used to help control smuggling;
however, in 1870 she was sold for scrap and stripped to the
hull. In 2003, sophisticated radar technology found what is
believed to be the sunken hull of the Beagle, embedded in five
meters of mud not too far from Darwin’s home in Kent (BBC
News, 2004).

One of the reasons John Chancellor had problems with
this ship’s portrait was that even though scholars had worked

out some of the details of the Beagle’s appearance, there were
still many details missing—and always will be. For example,
it is not known if she had a figurehead, exactly how many gun
ports she had after the refitting, how many visible anchors she
had, what colors her survey boats were. Scholars know she
had seven survey boats and that one was washed away in a
storm, but it is not clear what replaced it or where it was
located. With all Chancellor’s experience as a maritime artist,
not knowing these details plagued him.

Chancellor lived the first eight years of his life on the
banks of the Tagus River in Portugal. His father was an
attorney with an office in Lisbon. Chancellor showed a pre-
cocious drawing talent and was inspired by watching fishing
boats and sailing ships on the Tagus. At age 9 he won a medal
for his art, and at age 15 he left school to go to sea with the
merchant fleet, but he never stopped painting. He was on
North Atlantic convoy duty during World War II, which was
a rough time for him because he lost a brother to the war and
he himself was twice on board ships that were torpedoed.
After the war, Chancellor served on Royal Dutch Shell oil
tankers based in the West Indies. He traveled a great deal,
painting all the time, and in 1951, at age 26, he returned home
to England to marry and settle down.

He and his wife bought a massive, 200-ton barge and
turned it into a houseboat, where they raised their family.
Chancellor sold some paintings and illustrated the Sailing
Barge Handbook but needed more income. So he went back
to sea on a fishing boat, where he had time to paint when the
weather was too bad for fishing. In the 1960s he bought a
French fishing boat that he adapted as a hydrographic survey
boat, which he named the Exact. Serious survey work began
taking him away from his family for months at a time. His
solution was to contact an art shop owner who recognized his
talent and became his agent; and thus after 30 years at sea,
Chancellor became a full-time marine artist.

Chancellor spent six months at the easel, putting in
850 hours on his painting of the Beagle. An important part
of any ship portrait is the setting. Chancellor chose the
Galapagos for the Beagle because of its significance to
Darwin and—as it turns out—to psychologists.

REFERENCES

BBC News. (2004, February 27). Darwin’s Beagle ship ‘found’. Retrieved
September 26, 2008, from http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/
3490564.stm

HMS Beagle. (n.d.). Retrieved September 26, 2008, from Wikipedia:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HMS_Beagle

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor

159February–March 2009 ● American Psychologist
© 2009 American Psychological Association 0003-066X/09/$12.00
Vol. 64, No. 2, 159 DOI: 10.1037/a0014408


