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A Bale of Bejeweled Turtles

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.
	 —Margaret Wolfe Hungerford (née Hamilton) in Molly 	

  	 Bawn, 1878

Pitiable seems the condition of this poor embarrassed reptile: 
to be cased in a suit of ponderous armour, which he cannot lay 
aside; to be imprisoned, as it were, within his own shell, must pre-
clude, we should suppose, all activity and disposition for enter-
prize. Yet there is a season of the year (usually the beginning of 
June) when his exertions are remarkable. He then walks on tiptoe, 
and is stirring by five in the morning; and, traversing the garden, 
examines every wicket and interstice in the fences, through which 
he will escape if possible; and often has eluded the care of the 
gardener, and wandered to some distant field. The motives that 
impel him to undertake these rambles seem to be of the amorous 
kind: his fancy then becomes intent on sexual attachments, which 
transport him beyond his usual gravity, and induce him to forget 
for a time his ordinary solemn deportment.

	 —Gilbert White discussing his pet Greek tortoise Timothy 	
	 in his book The Natural History of Selborne in 1780

Clearly, most visitors to zoos, aquariums, and museums are 
more comfortable seeing chelonians rather than other reptiles—
especially unblinking snakes (see Burghardt et al. 2009)— 
perhaps due in part to them having eyelids and limbs. Many 
herpetologists began their careers by catching and keeping 
turtles and tortoises (Fig. 1). During my career in zoos, I only 
saw a single instance where a mother gathered her children 
and dashed out of the reptile building, screaming all the while 
that turtles are fierce, dangerous, and ugly. Indeed, there was 
a healthy interest in keeping turtles and tortoises throughout 
the Victorian era: “Strolling on the promenade in 19th Century 
Paris with a live turtle was all the rage, as described by Walter 
Benjamin…: ‘Around 1840, it was briefly fashionable to take 
turtles for a walk in the arcades. The flâneurs [idlers] like to 
have the turtles set the pace for them. If they had had their way, 
progress would have been obliged to accommodate itself to this 
pace . . . this attitude did not prevail’ ” (Murphy 2016a). Even 
today, pet shops sell walking harnesses for chelonians. Some 
are constructed with two straps crisscrossed (in the figure X) on 
the carapace and a 10-foot leash attached at the center. Perhaps 
using an iPODnano© would work for increased enrichment. Tiny 
headphones could be attached to tympanic membranes, playing 
male breeding tortoises vocalizing in the background.

When I first encountered an image of a two-headed turtle 
sculpture by Joslin a short time ago as I searched the internet 
for another artist, I was mesmerized. Artists and craftspeople 

are inspired by a wide range of forms, perhaps especially by the 
curiosity that is a turtle. Obst (1986) showed some spectacular 
examples of objets d’ art, mostly from countries in eastern Asia—
“Innumerable small statues with turtle motifs can be found... 
Among the small bronzes, those showing a turtle with a white 
crane are particularly striking. This popular motif illustrates the 
Buddhist legend of the turtle carrying the crane across a raging 
torrent… Another turtle sculpture that is frequently found in 
Japan shows two turtles, one mounted on the other. It represents 
the turtle’s great diligence in mating and its gregarious nature.” 
I am reminded of the Turtle Poem by Ogden Nash—“The turtle 
lives ‘twixt plated decks. Which practically conceal its sex. I think 
it clever of the turtle. In such a fix to be so fertile.” To get a sense 
of the elaborate courtship and copulatory behaviors in many 
species, see Murphy (2016a,b) and (Murphy and Lamoreaux 
(1978) (Fig. 2).

Inspired by the beauty of skeletal architecture, and a passion 
for assemblage sculpture, Jessica  Joslin began building her 
bestiary of mechanical animals in 1992. Her creations of turtle 
pieces use various jewels. Her collection of creatures includes a 
myriad of different species and hybrids, and numbers over 200 
sculptures in total. Joslin  honed her fabrication skills building 
toy prototypes, architectural models, trade show displays, 
photo props, and film sets. Her monograph, Strange Nature, was 
published in 2008 and her work has been featured in numerous 
books, magazines, and exhibitions worldwide. Her educational 
background includes School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
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Fig. 1. “Finding a Tortoise” by prolific artist William Holbrook Beard 
(1825–1900). Beard was an American born in Ohio, well-known for 
his satirical paintings of animals, especially dancing bears partici-
pating in human activities. He opened his own studio on Tenth Street 
in New York City. His amusing paintings stressed bears, cats, dogs, 
horses, squirrels, and monkeys, often with some human expression 
and occupation; these illustrations were highly popular. One strange 
one is of a squirrel and turtle almost touching noses.
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Illinois, Studio Art Centers International, Oxford Polytechnic, 
Oxford, England and Florence, Italy, and Parsons School of 
Design, New York. 

Herpetologists will recognize that Joslin’s two-headed turtle is 
not fantasy. There are a number of reports of two-headed turtles, 
often with colorful nicknames. A two-headed turtle affectionately 
known as “Thelma and Louise” lived at the San Antonio Zoo, the 
name based on the movie title. Grace Olive Wiley used a two-
headed snapping turtle named “Nip & Tuck” in her public lectures 
(Murphy and Jacques 2006, Figs. 3, 4). Samuel Hildebrand (1938) 
described various “monsters”—1) Two-headed Yellow-bellied 
Terrapin (Chrysemys scaber, now Trachemys scripta scripta). This 
type of partial twinning is the most commonly encountered. 
In this case only the head was double, with the spinal column 
branched anterior to the shoulder girdle. 2) Diamond-back 
Terrapin (Malaclemmys centrata), in which duplexity has 
extended quite uniformly “fore and aft.” The animal had two 
tails of normal size as well as two heads, and a rudimentary 
“fifth leg” was situated between the heads. 3) A Florida terrapin 
(Pseudemys floridana), the first and only Siamese turtle twins 
known at that time that were attached plastron to plastron, so 
that the two components faced each other. This turtle evidently 
could not get its feet on the ground to walk, and it survived only 

Fig. 2. Alignment posture (left) and arched-neck mounting posture in aquatic Australian Snake-necked Turtle (Chelodina 
longicollis). The male attains initial position by placing chin in the vertebral groove of female in region of her postvertebral 
marginal scutes, then swimming rapidly forward until the female nuchal scale is reached. The mounting posture during 
the sequence shows the male holding female between the lower surface of the marginal scutes and femoral portion of her 
hindlimbs. For additional information, see Murphy and Lamoreaux (1978).

Fig. 3. Two-headed Snapping Turtle used by Grace Olive Wiley in her 
public lectures. Note kyphotic shell.

Fig. 4. This view of a two-headed sea turtle was the first published im-
age from A natural history of uncommon birds : and of some other are 
and undescribed animals, quadrupedes, fishes, reptiles, insects, &c., 
exhibit in two hundred and ten copper-plates, from designs copied 
immediately from nature, and curiously coloured after life, with a full 
and accurate description of each figure, to which is added A brief and 
general idea of drawing and painting in water-colours; with instruc-
tions for etching on copper with aqua fortis; likewise some thoughts 
on the passage of birds; and additions to many subjects described in 
this work by George Edwards. Imprint: London, Printed for the au-
thor at the College of Physicians in Warwick-Lane, 1743–1751.
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a short time. 4) The only pair of identical twin Diamondback 
Terrapins (Malaclemmys terrapin centrata) to be found in over 
100,000 eggs hatched at the Beaufort Station of the U.S. Bureau 
of Fisheries. These twins were attached to a common yolk and 
were two distinct individuals. Separate twin turtles can only be 
identified by the chance discovery of such a pair just as they have 
emerged from the egg. 5) Two nearly complete individuals that 
resulted from the development of a single egg. Most hatchling 
bicephalic turtles do not survive for any length of time.

The creatures that populate Joslin’s world are intricate 
fusions of bone, brass, antique hardware, and other scavenged 
treasures. Infused with the Victorian era’s passion for natural 
history and arcane technology, these creatures reflect both the 
real and the imagined animal, the living and the dead. Through 
careful observation and intricate construction, they re-imagine 
the animal kingdom, bolt by bolt, beast by beast. They reflect 
the Victorian predilection for invention and exploring science 

Fig. 5. A view of natural history cabinet from Elenchus tabularum, pi-
nacothecarum, atque nonnullorum cimeliorum, in gazophylacio Le-
vini Vincent by Levinus Vincent 1719. [Imprint: Harlemi Batavorum 
: Sumptibus auctoris]. 

ER
N

ST
 M

AY
R 

LI
BR

A
RY

, H
A

RV
A

RD
 U

N
IV

ER
SI

TY

Fig. 6. Sea Turtle (Testudo supina) from Petri Bellonii Cenomani De 
aquatilibus, libri duo : cum [epsilon, iota]conibus ad viuam ipsorum 
effigiem, quoad eius fieri potuit, expressis / / ad amplissimum cardina-
lem Castillionaeum by Pierre Belloni, 1553. [Imprint: Parisiis : Apud 
Carolum Stephanum ...]. 

ER
N

ST
 M

AY
R 

LI
BR

A
RY

, H
A

RV
A

RD
 U

N
IV

ER
SI

TY

Fig. 7. Ole Worm published Museum Wormianum; seu, Historia rerum 
rariorum, tam naturalium, quam artificialium, tam domesticarum, 
quam exoticarum, quae Hafniae Danorum in a aedibus authoris ser-
vantur. / Adornata ab Olao Worm ... in 1655. [Imprint: Lugduni Bata-
vorum, ex officina Elseviriorum]. 
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Fig. 8. Endangered Reeve’s Turtle (Chinemys reevesii, now Mauremys 
reevesii) from Bansho shahin zufu (pictures of natural history ob-
jects) by Sadahide Gyokuransai in 1864. Imprint: Kyoto, Japan. Japa-
nese populations have been introduced from neighboring countries 
(Suzuki et al. 2011). 
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through the collecting of natural examples (Figs. 5–8; see 
references below). The precision of the engineering conveys 
a sense that these beasts are anatomically plausible, and the 
spark of life is simulated through limpid glass eyes, engaging the 
viewer silently and directly (Fig. 9). 

Acknowledgments.—I am grateful to Jessica Joslin for provid-
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