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ALEXANDRA COOK

The ‘Septième promenade’ of the Rêveries:
a peculiar account of Rousseau’s botany?1

Ce grand observateur [Linnaeus] est à mon gré le
seul avec Ludwig qui ait vu jusqu’ici la botanique
en naturaliste et en philosophe; mais il l’a trop
étudiée dans des herbiers et dans des jardins et pas
assez dans la nature elle-même.2

i. Introduction

IN an article on Rousseau’s annotations of a popular botany text, Henry
Cheyron describes the Genevan philosopher as ‘ce botaniste méjugé’.3

The misapprehension of Rousseau’s botanical practice identified by
Cheyron has its roots, I believe, in Rousseau’s own depiction of his
botanising in the Rêveries; in the ‘Septième promenade’ Rousseau self-
consciously portrays this study as socially isolated, lazy and lacking in
direction: ‘La botanique est l’étude d’un oisif et paresseux solitaire... Il se
promène, il erre librement d’un objet à l’autre, il fait la revue de chaque
fleur avec intérêt et curiosité.’4 Neither does Rousseau disguise botany’s
role for him as a ‘thérapeutique improvisée’; the therapeutic purpose has
tended to obscure the rigour, application, time and knowledge that
Rousseau put into his botanical studies so that no less a scholar than Jean
Starobinski asserts: ‘Jean-Jacques herborise en collectionneur, et non pas
en naturaliste. C’est pour lui une occupation, un amusement, plutôt
qu’une véritable action.’5 Finally, Rousseau fuels this misunderstanding
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1. The author received valuable assistance from the Bibliothèque centrale and Labora-
toire de phanérogamie of the Muséum national d’histoire naturelle, Paris (hereafter
abbreviated as MNHN); the Cabinet des dessins and Photothèque, Musée des arts déco-
ratifs, Paris (MdAD); the Musée Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montmorency; the Hand-
schriftenabteilung, Zentralbibliothek Zürich; the National Library of Medicine, Bethesda,
MD; the Library of Congress, Washington, DC; Maggie Wong, and Justin Li Ying Kit.
The research was supported by grants from the University of Hong Kong.
2. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.643.
3. Henry Cheyron, ‘L’amour de la botanique: les annotations de Jean-Jacques Rousseau

sur la botanique de Regnault’, Littératures 4 (1981), p.55-95 (p.63).
4. The italics are mine; Rousseau, Les Rêveries du promeneur solitaire, OC, vol.1, p.1069.
5. It is unclear how Starobinski distinguishes the collector from the naturalist, since the

eighteenth-century naturalist was always in the first instance a collector. Modern botany is
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by making botany seem so easy: ‘me voilà tout d’un coup aussi botaniste
qu’a besoin de l’être celui qui ne veut étudier la nature que pour trouver
sans cesse des nouvelles raisons de l’aimer’.6 We are practically convinced
by Starobinski’s verdict.
Yet in the ‘Cinquième promenade’ Rousseau declares his intention to

divide l’ı̂le de Saint-Pierre into quadrants to facilitate the systematic study
of its flora.7 Such industry and systematic application were characteristic
of the Rousseau who authored Fragments pour un dictionnaire des termes
d’usage en botanique, eight Lettres sur la botanique to teach his friend’s
daughter botany, and a large number of other erudite letters on the topic.
These works, published posthumously, established Rousseau as an
important botanical educator in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries.8 Rousseau’s botanical pedagogy is particularly noteworthy for
its emphasis on nature study in nature, as suggested by his criticism of
Linnaeus in the Confessions, quoted above. Stressing the study of plants in
their natural settings, Rousseau says, ‘Je connais quelque chose à
l’ouvrage de la nature, mais rien à celui du jardinier.’9 Despite his cri-
ticism of Linnaeus for studying too much in herbaria, Rousseau perfected
the exacting art of herbarium fabrication, a crucial element of the science
of botany both then and now.10 For Rousseau, the herbarium not only
provided a record of his botanical excursions, but also recalled the beauty
of nature, and invited others to share his experience of this beauty
(Fig. 1).11

likewise closely associated with specimen collection. See Jean Starobinski, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau: la transparence et l’obstacle (Paris, 1971), p.279.
6. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1068.
7. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1043.
8. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, and Fragments pour un dictionnaire des termes d’usage en

botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1151-90, 1211-47. Rousseau’s other botanical correspondence is
scattered throughout CC; for a convenient collection, see ‘Botanical writings’, ed. and
translated by A. Cook, in The Collected writings of Rousseau, ed. Christopher Kelly, translated
by Charles E. Butterworth, A. Cook and Terence Marshall, vol.8 (Hanover, NH, 2000),
p.130-249. See also A. Cook, ‘Propagating botany: the case of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’, in
The Transmission of culture in Western Europe, 1750-1850: papers celebrating the bi-centenary of the
foundation in Geneva of the Bibliothèque britannique, ed. D. Bickerton and J. Proud (Bern, 1999),
p.69-94.
9. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.643. This is, of course, an exaggeration for

polemical effect; Rousseau has already related his gardening activities at Les Charmettes,
Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.231.
10. ‘A herbarium is a collection of plant specimens that have usually been dried and

pressed, carefully mounted on sheets of quality paper, identified and labelled with
important information about them, and stored and arranged on shelves in cabinets in the
sequence of an accepted classification. These specimens are the key to our knowledge of
plants and [...] to the diversity of plants [...]. They also serve as a definitive reference for
the identification and correct naming of newly collected plants. [...] analogous to a library
of carefully preserved plants [...].’ http://www.afcd.gov.hk/english/conservation/con_flo/
con_flo_hkh/con_flo_hkh.html. See Robert Thiery et al., Jean-Jacques Rousseau: le philosophe
botaniste (Montmorency, 1996), p.57-62.
11. For descriptions of Rousseau’s herbaria, see the Appendix to this article.
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1. Hepatica nobilis, Schreb., from the herbarium Rousseau made in 1772 for
Emilie-Julie Willading-Boy de la Tour. H. nobilis was then known as
Anemone hepatica, Linn. The larger, heavier specimens surround the

smaller ones; small bands hold them in place. Rousseau’s note reads:
‘Commune autour de Neuchâtel dans les bois.’ By permission of the

Zentralbibliothek Zürich
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Contrary to the depiction in the ‘Septième promenade’ of the Rêveries,
Rousseau’s botanising was neither isolated nor solitary. Rather, he
undertook herborisations not only with botanists, but also with groups of
friends. He corresponded about botany, exchanged books and plant
samples with correspondents, and made herbaria for his friends.12 Taken
together, these activities constitute a body of writing and material culture
the careful examination of which leads to a very different picture of
Rousseau’s botanical activity than that provided by the ‘Septième pro-
menade’. In this different picture we see an accomplished collector and
herbarium fabricator, a careful pedagogue, and correspondent of leading
French Linnaean botanists such as Antoine Gouan and Claret de La
Tourrette.13 However, Rousseau’s botanical works proper are so little
known today that a more balanced assessment is rarely attempted.14

Finally, we should consider Rousseau’s broader perspective on the
relationship of humanity to nature, a perspective that predates his specific
fascination with botany, and that makes that fascination more under-
standable. In the Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, Rousseau initially
situates human beings within nature as animals, albeit as the best-
equipped animals;15 he thereby implicitly rejects the interpretation of
Genesis so vehemently defended by innumerable early-modern authors,
in which man exercises dominion over Creation.16 Furthermore, pace
Descartes, animals participate in natural right, and human beings owe
them compassion due to their sentient nature, which they share with the
human species.17

Rousseau identifies the progressive human alienation from nature in
humanity’s departure from its ‘état primitif’;18 this alienation entails the
degradation of the earth and its resources pinpointed by Buffon’s diag-
nosis of deforestation as the cause of desertification. From his reading of
Buffon Rousseau concludes that humans have created scarcity out of
plenty: ‘La terre abandonnée à sa fertilité naturelle (IV.*) [Rousseau’s

12. See A. Cook, ‘Jean-Jacques Rousseau et les réseaux d’échange botanique’, in
Rousseau et les sciences, ed. B. Bensaude-Vincent and B. Bernardi (Paris, 2003), p.93-114.
13. I specify ‘Linnaean’ because the French natural history establishment, dominated

by Buffon, intendant of the Cabinet du roi, opposed Linnaean taxonomy. See Rousseau,
‘Introduction’, Fragments pour un dictionnaire des termes d’usage en botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1207-
208. This ‘Introduction’ was one of the fragments among Rousseau’s literary effects and
was placed before the Dictionnaire by Du Peyrou and Moultou, editors of the first post-
humous edition of his works in 1781-1782. See Cook, ‘Botanical writings’, p.298, n.1.
14. But see P. Tolila, ‘Rousseau et le matérialisme des fleurs’, Pensée 202 (1978), p.116-

31 (p.122); A. Cook and C. Kelly, ‘Introduction’, The Collected writings of Rousseau, vol.8,
p.xxi-xxviii; A. Cook, ‘Rousseau and the languages of music and botany’, in Musique et
langage chez Rousseau, ed. C. Dauphin, SVEC 2004:08, p.75-87.
15. Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, OC, vol.3, p.134-41.
16. Sir Keith Thomas, Man and the natural world: changing attitudes in England, 1500-1800

(London, 1983), p.17-50.
17. Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, OC, vol.3, p.126.
18. Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, OC, vol.3, p.123.
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own note in text], et couverte de forêts immenses que la coignée ne mutila
jamais, offre à chaque pas des magasins et des retraites aux animaux de
toute espèce.’19 This theme of environmental destruction by human
beings persists throughout Rousseau’s thought. Writing later to the
Duchess of Portland, he lamented, ‘Les végétaux dans nos bois et dans nos
montagnes sont encore tels qu’ils sortirent originairement de[s] mains [de
celui qui fit les hommes pour être bons], et c’est là que j’aime à étudier la
nature... Les hommes disent qu’ils l’embellissent, et moi je trouve qu’ils la
défigurent.’20 Rousseau’s botanical activities built upon his long-standing
view of nature as a refuge, and source of inspiration, that merits respect
from human beings.
If my argument is valid, the question naturally arises: why did Rous-

seau depict his botanising in the ‘Septième promenade’ as an almost
trivial exercise?21 One plausible answer is that botany requires learning,
and as author of the Discours sur les sciences et les arts Rousseau consistently
sought to distance himself publicly from erudition, and especially scien-
tific erudition. Rousseau’s first Discours laid the groundwork for his
opposition to learning, including botanical learning, that is used to
pursue vain or base ends: ‘sitôt qu’on y mêle un motif d’intérêt ou de
vanité, soit pour remplir des places ou pour faire des livres, sitôt qu’on ne
veut apprendre que pour instruire, qu’on herborise que pour devenir
auteur ou professeur [...] on ne voit dans les plantes que des instruments
de nos passions, on ne trouve plus aucun vrai plaisir dans leur étude, on
ne veut plus savoir mais montrer qu’on sait’.22 When Rousseau was
pressed about his involvement in writing a botanical work, he disavowed
any connection with such a project, even though he considered an
elementary work necessary.23

Yet while publicly declaiming against erudition and the erudite,
Rousseau was always involved with learning and with teaching, not
only in Emile, ou, De l’Education, but also in the Lettres sur la botanique to

19. Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, OC, vol.3, p.135. For Rousseau’s quo-
tation of Buffon and his elaboration on the latter’s theory of desertification, see Rousseau,
Discours sur l’origine de l’inégaltié, note IV, OC, vol.3, p.198. Buffon’s collaborator, Dau-
benton, also displayed environmental awareness: ‘c’est ce lieu [originaire] qu’il faut fré-
quenter par préférence le plus souvent qu’il sera possible, pour voir la même chose en
différents temps, sous différents aspects, & avec des vues différentes relativement à la chose
que l’on a pour objet, & à celles qui y sont mêlées, ou qui l’environnent.’ Louis Jean Marie
Daubenton, ‘Histoire naturelle’, in Encyclopédie de Diderot et d’Alembert (Paris, 2000), CD-
ROM.
20. Rousseau to the Duchess of Portland, 12 February 1767 (CC, vol.32, p.135).
21. John T. Scott, for his part, finds humour in this ‘Promenade’. See his article in this

volume. See Zev Trachtenberg’s article, also in this volume and which claims that the
experience Rousseau ‘sought from walking is not linked in any essential way to nature’.
22. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1069.
23. Rousseau to the Duchess of Portland, 12 February 1767 (CC, vol.32, p.134);

Rousseau to Latourrette, 26 January 1770 (CC, vol.37, p.212); Björnståhl to Gjörwell, 1
September 1770 (CC, vol.38, p.94).
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Madeleine-Catherine Delessert,24 and in his botanical correspondence.25

Indeed, one of the routes by which Rousseau came to botany was through
his study of, and later disillusionment with, chemistry and materialism,
especially the latter’s refusal to recognise what Rousseau considered to be
the epistemological impenetrability of the mystery of reproduction: the
‘abı̂me de la génération’.26 This disillusionment with chemistry may have
contributed to his privileging botany above the other sciences:

L’art d’étudier les plantes par la combinaison de leurs mixtes [sic] qui composent
leur substance, l’art d’en déterminer les vertus medicinales vraies ou fausses soit
par l’expérience et l’observation toujours imparfaite et trompeuse soit par
l’analyse chimique encore plus fautive n’a rien de commun avec la botanique. Le
botaniste étudie dans les végétaux leur tissu, leur figure, leur organisation, leur
génération, leur naissance, leur croissance, leur vie et leur mort.27

The botanist carries out these biological studies in the field, and by
methodically assembling plants to dry and preserve for later reference; in
other words, the botanist must make herbaria.

ii. Botany’s triumph over chemistry

Rousseau’s botanical education was, in the first instance, pharmaceutical
and chemical. He first encountered plant study in the guise of pharma-
ceutical plant chemistry in the home of ‘Maman’ (Mme de Warens), who
manufactured herbal remedies from alpine plants. This approach to
plants, typical of the era, caused Rousseau to regard botany ‘que comme
une étude d’Apothicaire’, but he was nevertheless tempted to join the
alpine plant collecting expeditions of Maman’s steward, Claude Anet:

Le contentement que je voyais dans les yeux d’Anet revenant chargé de plantes
nouvelles me mit deux ou trois fois sur le point d’aller herboriser avec lui. Je suis
presque assuré que si j’y avais été une seule fois cela m’aurait gagné, et je serais

24. Madeleine-Catherine Delessert was a daughter of a long-standing friend, Mme Boy
de la Tour-Roguin (1715-1780), the widow of a banker, who provided Rousseau with
accommodation in Môtiers, Switzerland (then part of the Prussian principality of Neu-
châtel) after his flight from France in 1762. The family also assisted Rousseau with his
banking affairs (see Cook 2000: p.273, n.7). In 1772, Rousseau made a herbarium
(abbreviated as ‘Zürich’) for her sister, Emilie-Julie Willading-Boy de la Tour. See Fig. 1
(p.13) and Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1160.
25. On the educative role of botanical correspondence, see A. Cook, ‘Jean-Jacques

Rousseau et les réseaux d’échange botanique’, p.104-109.
26. ‘ni le soleil, ni tous les astres, ni tout le feu, ni tout le mouvement qui existent dans

l’univers ne sont pas [sic] capables de produire la moindre de toutes les plantes...; cet
abı̂me de la génération dans lequel les Philosophes se sont si longtemps perdus est encore
[...] le désespoir des incrédules’. ‘Les Institutions chymiques de Jean-Jacques Rousseau’, ed.
M. Gautier, Annales de la société Jean-Jacques Rousseau 12 (1918-1919), p.vii-163 (p.47). ‘La
plus commune de[s] [...] opérations [de la nature], et la plus facile à observer, savoir la
multiplication des végétaux par leurs germes est encore à connaı̂tre.’ Rousseau, Lettres
morales III, OC, vol.4, p.1096.
27. The italics are mine; Rousseau, Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1249.
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peut-être aujourd’hui un grand botaniste: car je ne connais point d’étude au
monde qui s’associe mieux avec me goûts naturels que celle des plantes.28

But instead of following his ‘goûts naturels’, Rousseau stuck with
chemistry. Despite having been blinded for six weeks in 1737 by a failed
chemistry experiment, Rousseau’s interest in the subject did not diminish;
quite the contrary: ‘j’appris ainsi à ne pas me mêler de physique
expérimentale sans en savoir les éléments’.29 Rousseau set out to do
exactly that – to learn the elements of ‘physique expérimentale’. His
move to Paris in 1742 brought him into direct contact with the Académie
royale des sciences, to which he proposed his system of musical notation.
At the same time he developed his interest in chemistry with Mme
Dupin’s stepson, the aspiring savant, Dupin de Francueil. During the
1740s Rousseau engaged in chemical investigations with Dupin, and these
investigations would certainly have included plant chemistry: ‘Through-
out the eighteenth century [...] chemists experimented with ubiquitous,
common plant materials, most of which were commodities applied as
remedies, food and dyestuffs.’30

Rousseau’s interest in plant chemistry is attested by an unpublished
‘Catalogue de tous les mémoires de chymie contenus dans tous les volumes
de l’Histoire de l’Académie R[oyal] des sciences’;31 the list includes sixty-five
mémoires and histoires in all, treating such common topics as distillation of
plants, essential oils, volatile salts and the ‘feu des plantes’; the list also
includes many investigations of purgative plants. Why or when Rousseau
drew up this list is not known; the first item is a mémoire of 1699 by
Guillaume Homberg on the salts of plants; the last mémoire, by Gilles-
François Boulduc, is entitled ‘Essai d’analyse des plantes’, from 1734.
However, this list lends authority to Rousseau’s critical allusions to the
‘travaux sédentaires de laboratoire et aux traitements des maladies, par
lesquels on parvient à s’assurer de la nature des substances végétales, et de
leur effets dans le corps humain’.32

Rousseau’s botanical studies seem to have stimulated a reassessment of
his earlier enthusiasm for chemistry. In the Rêveries he argues that
chemistry relates plants only to profit motives and illnesses of the body,33

while in the Dialogues and the Fragments de botanique he contrasts true
botanical study of plant structures and functions with instrumental uses of
plants by chemists, pharmacists, ‘empiriques’ and poisoners.34 He lauds

28. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.180.
29. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.218.
30. U. Klein, ‘Shifting ontologies, changing classifications: plant materials from 1700 to

1830’, Studies in history and philosophy of science 36/2 (June 2005), p.261-329 (p.279).
31. Bibliothèque universitaire et publique de Neuchâtel, MsR 81.
32. Rousseau, ‘Introduction’, OC, vol.4, p.1201; see also Rousseau, Dialogues, OC, vol.1,

p.833.
33. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1065.
34. Rousseau, Rousseau juge de Jean-Jacques: Dialogues, OC, vol.1, p.833-34; Rousseau,

Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1249-50.

17

The ‘Septième promenade’ of the ‘Rêveries’
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Carolus Linnaeus (1707-1778) for having ‘un peu tiré la botanique des
écoles de pharmacie pour la rendre à l’histoire naturelle et aux usages
économiques’.35

Chemistry later became for Rousseau the anti-science, one whose goals
and methods diametrically oppose those of botany:

Pour profiter dans l’étude des minéraux, il faut être chimiste et physicien; il faut
faire des expériences pénibles et coûteuses, travailler dans des laboratoires,
dépenser beaucoup d’argent et de temps parmi le charbon, les creusets, les
fourneaux, les cornues, dans la fumée et les vapeurs étouffantes, toujours au
risque de sa vie et souvent aux dépens de sa santé. De tout ce triste et fatigant
travail résulte pour l’ordinaire beaucoup moins de savoir que d’orgueil, et où est
le plus médiocre chimiste qui ne croit pas avoir pénétré toutes les grandes
opérations de la nature pour avoir trouvé par hasard peut-être quelques petites
combinaisons de l’art?36

Chemistry requires indoor space and apparatus, while ‘[l]es prés émaillés
de fleurs sont l’unique laboratoire du botaniste’.37 Chemical apparatus in
turn requires substantial financial resources; botany requires only enough
money for a magnifying glass, tweezers and scissors, making it a truly
egalitarian science. Chemistry studies what is dead, botany what is living.
Chemistry invades the hidden entrails of the earth, while botany concerns
itself with ‘le plus riche et le plus varié’ of the three realms of nature.
Chemistry markets plants as remedies for bodily ills and for profit, while
botany provides a salve for the tormented soul.38

Botany enabled Rousseau to study nature free of the dangers, expense
and encumbrances of chemistry on the one hand, and the horrors of
anatomy on the other: ‘Quelle différence de cette aimable étude à celle de
l’anatomie dont l’horrible appareil révolte à la fois le cœur et les sens, et
qui vous fait vivre avec des cadavres ou à celle des minéraux, qu’il faut à
grande fatigue arracher des entrailles de la terre et analyser à grands frais,
souvent à grands risques dans des antres des Cyclopes.’39 Yet botany itself
can degenerate if ‘dans les bois on n’est que sur le théâtre du monde
occupé du soin de s’y faire admirer’.40 This degenerate botany ‘ne
s’occupe que de systèmes et de méthodes, matière éternelle de dispute qui
ne fait pas connaı̂tre une seule plante de plus et ne jette aucune véritable
lumière sur l’histoire naturelle et le règne végétal’.41

35. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1064.
36. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1067.
37. Rousseau, ‘Fragments’, OC, vol.4, p.1250.
38. For these distinctions between chemistry and botany, see Rousseau,‘Fragments’, OC,

vol.4, p.1249.
39. Rousseau, ‘Fragments’, OC, vol.4, p.1250.
40. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1069.
41. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1069-70.
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iii. Rousseau’s herbaria

True botany, on the other hand, is pursued in nature, ‘l’unique labora-
toire du botaniste’,42 in which plants are collected for herbaria that
facilitate study and instruction. According to Linnaeus, ‘[a] Herbarium is
better than any picture, and necessary for every botanist’.43 In an article
in Panckoucke’s Encyclopédie méthodique, the chevalier de Lamarck gives
several reasons for the importance of herbaria: they provide more plants
than one can see in years of voyaging and visiting gardens, and they allow
for comparisons among specimens collected in different seasons and in
different climates. Moreover, the loss of plants under cultivation reduces
the utility of relying on live specimens in botanical gardens.44 A modern
botanical text states that the herbarium is an ‘instrument d’étude indis-
pensable au botaniste’;45 in other words, without herbaria the science of
botany is impossible.
Herbaria have taken on a new significance as a taxonomic tool to

address a number of modern, especially environmental, problems. Once
thought to be ‘an out-dated, minor discipline of little importance in the
modern world’, taxonomy has shown its value ‘in the present struggle to
reclaim deserts and degraded landscapes, breed pest resistance in our
crops, and find new sources of energy, food, medicines and useful
materials’ because it enables us to document biodiversity.46 Herbaria
‘constitute the primary database for the world’s plant diversity’.47

‘Worldwide, there are 2,639 herbaria, containing more than 272,800,000
specimens’;48 the national herbarium of France alone contains over 8
million specimens dating from the sixteenth century. Herbaria therefore
supply examples of plants that have become extremely rare or even
extinct. This was already true in the eighteenth century when Rousseau
compiled his herbaria; in the notes that accompany his specimens he
observes that Drosera rotundifolia and Erica tetralix (Zürich),49 and Gentiana

42. Rousseau, ‘Fragments’, OC, vol.4, p.1250.
43. ‘Herbarium præstat omni Icone, necessarium omni Botanico’. Linnaeus, Philosophia

botanica (1751), p.7, translated by S. Freer in Linnaeus, Philosophia botanica (Oxford, 2005),
p.18.
44. Jean-Baptiste-Pierre-Antoine de Monet de Lamarck, ‘Herbier (Herbarium)’, in

Encyclopédie méthodique: Botanique, vol.3 (Paris, Panckoucke, 1789), p.111-16 (p.112).
Tradition has it that the young Lamarck (1744-1829) botanised with Rousseau. Jacques
Roger, ‘Rousseau and Lamarck’, Gesnerus (1985), p.369-81 (p.369).
45. A. Marouf and A. Vallade, Dictionnaire de botanique: les phanérogames (Paris, 2000), s.v.

‘Herbier’.
46. D. Bridson and L. Forman, The Herbarium handbook, rev. edn (Kew, 1992), p.1.
47. Bridson and Forman, The Herbarium handbook, p.1.
48. B. M. Boom, ‘Societal and scientific information needs from plant collections’, in

Sampling the green world: innovative concepts of collection, preservation, and storage of plant diversity,
ed. T. F. Stuessy and S. H. Sohmer (New York, 1996), p.18-27 (p.19).
49. Théophile Dufour, ‘Petit herbier pour Mademoiselle Julie Boy de la Tour’, Annales

de la société Jean-Jacques Rousseau 2 (1906), p.260-68 (p.263).
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filiformis (Montmorency) are ‘rare’.50 Many of the common plants Rous-
seau collected have since become even rarer or practically extinct.51

For Rousseau, herbaria serve two kinds of purposes: individual and
collective. In all cases the purposes are pedagogical and moral. Herbaria
provided Rousseau with a way to promote the study of plants, which
constitute ‘le plus riche et le plus varié des trois’ realms of nature.52

Botany assumes this special role because of its salutary effects on both the
soul and society: ‘à tout âge l’étude de la nature émousse le goût des
amusements frivoles, prévient le tumulte des passions et porte à l’âme une
nourriture qui lui profite en la remplissant du plus digne objet de ses
contemplations’.53 The personal or individual purposes are to facilitate
recollection and enable re-examination of plants one has already seen; to
provide an optique that reminds one of past herborisations and the spec-
tacle of nature; and to give access to botany, a study that calms the soul,
and elevates it to the Author of nature. The collective purposes are to
preserve ‘l’histoire de toute la végétation du pays’, an anticipation of the
ecological role of the modern herbarium;54 and to promote the study of
the richest and most varied of the three realms of nature, a study that
confers social benefits because it edifies the soul.
In the sections that follow, I sketch the tradition of herbaria, and

demonstrate how Rousseau participated in this important scientific
tradition. I argue that by not only contributing to the tradition and pre-
serving examples of rare plants, but also by helping people to learn botany
by recording and recollecting what they have seen, Rousseau created
scientific and personal documents that at the same time provided ‘un
journal d’herborisations qui me les fait recommencer avec un nouveau
charme et produit l’effet d’une optique qui les peindrait derechef à mes
yeux’.55

iv. Textual sources

By the time Rousseau took up botany in the latter half of the eighteenth
century, herbarium fabrication was a well-established part of botanists’

50. Conclusions based on the author’s observation of a digital reproduction from the
Musée Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Montmorency. That Rousseau was aware of species
extinctions is suggested by his comments concerning deforestation. See his Discours sur
l’origine de l’inégalité, OC, vol.3, p.135, 198. Natural history had also begun to take account
of the fossil record.
51. See R. Schneebeli-Graf, Das Zürcher Herbar von Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Zürich, 1980),

n.p.
52. Rousseau, Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1249. See also Rousseau, Dialogues, OC,

vol.1, p.832.
53. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1151. ‘L’étude de la nature nous

détache de nous-mêmes, et nous élève à son Auteur.’ Rousseau to the Duchess of Portland,
3 September 1766 (CC, vol.31, p.314).
54. Rousseau, ‘Lettres sur la botanique’, OC, vol.4, p.1195.
55. Rousseau, Rêveries, OC, vol.1, p.1073.
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practice. Rousseau’s herbaria therefore drew on a long tradition, but the
precise origins of the modern herbarium are obscure. Herbaria were
certainly made in Italy in the sixteenth century, the homeland of early-
modern botany, whence the practice appears to have spread to the rest of
Europe.56 Whatever its origin, the herbarium was a formal part of
botanical study by the 1760s.57

Herbarium fabrication is, inter alia, a craft that is principally learned by
doing, rather than from books. There were, however, significant accounts
of the practice in print by Rousseau’s lifetime. The earliest of these was
Adriaan van den Spiegel’s Isagoges in rem herbariam (1606), which describes
the so-called ‘winter garden’ or ‘hortos hyemales’, and explains the method
of herbarium fabrication.58 ‘Spieghel realises the great importance of her-
baria, and observes that the labour expended in making one is deserving of
high praise.’59 Another important source definitely known to Rousseau was
Tournefort’s Elemens de botanique (1694), more probably in the Latin
version, Institutiones rei herbariae (Paris, 1700), which Rousseau owned.60

Tournefort uses the term ‘herbarium’ for the first time and elaborates its
method of fabrication: ‘C’est proprement un amas de plantes sèches que
l’on conserve dans des boı̂tes ou dans des livres; afin de les pouvoir
examiner avec soin dans toutes les saisons de l’année: on l’appelle en Latin
Herbarium, ou Hortus siccus.’61 An interesting point in Tournefort’s discussion
is his description of the mercuric chloride that he concocted to repel insects
attracted by the glue used to attach the specimens.62

56. Luca Ghini (c.1490-1556) is usually cited as the originator of the herbarium. See
A. Arber, Herbals: their origin and evolution, a chapter in the history of botany 1470-1670, 3rd edn
(Cambridge, 1986), p.139, although some authorities identify an obscure sixteenth-century
Englishman, John Falconer, as its originator. See A. Lusitanus, In Dioscorides Anazarbei de
medica materia libros quinque ennarationes (Venice, [Gualterum Scotum], 1553), p.228, 322;
J.-B. Saint-Lager, Histoire des herbiers (Paris, 1885), p.17, 30. While Ghini apparently wrote
nothing, he influenced Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522-1605), who ‘aim[ed] at a collection of
dried plants [5,000 specimens] [...] of the whole world’ (Arber, Herbals, p.140).
57. Herbaria may have existed in antiquity as collections of medicinal plants used by

pharmacists to prevent dangerous confusions between medicinal and poisonous plants. See
Saint-Lager, Histoire des herbiers, p.2.
58. Adriaan van den Spiegel, Isagoges in rem herbariam (Padua, Paulum Meiettum, 1606),

p.79-81.
59. The orthography of this name varies according to Arber (Herbals, p.142). Rousseau

never refers to Spiegel to my knowledge.
60. Richebourg, Les Lectures de Rousseau (Geneva, 1934), p.184. Rousseau owned this text

at his death, as attested by a list (probably drawn up by the marquis de Girardin) seen by
the author of this article at the Musée Jacquemart-André, Chaalis, France.
61. Joseph Pitton de Tournefort, Elemens de botanique (Paris, 1694), p.547; see also Arber,

Herbals, p.142.
62. Today treatment by freezing or with a gas is preferred, as mercuric chloride is highly

toxic. See Gérard Aymonin, ‘Herbier’, in Dictionnaire de la botanique – encyclopaedia universalis
(Paris, 1999), p.571-76 (p.572). Whether Rousseau used any chemical treatment is not
clear; a now-lost text on herbaria attributed to him advocates treatment with alum.
Jean Baptiste François Bulliard, Dictionnaire élémentaire de la botanique ou exposition par ordre
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Rousseau would have also known Linnaeus’s definition of the herbar-
ium: ‘[p]lants that have been collected by a given method [...] into a
herbarium made from living plants, which [...] are arranged according to
a system, so that they may be promptly produced’.63 Linnaeus provides
sixteen succinct instructions as to its preparation, the particulars of which
have changed little since 1751.64 Notable among them is the stipulation
that plants are to be arranged according to a system, either his or someone
else’s (Tournefort, who also used a system, does not refer to using it in the
herbarium).
Linnaeus stipulates that only one specimen should be attached to each

page; this is an important point for several reasons. Notable con-
temporaries such as Albrecht von Haller filled their herbarium pages with
specimens, rather than isolating one specimen on each page. While
perhaps useful scientifically for purposes of comparison, the visual effect is
rather overwhelming (Fig. 2)
Haller’s herbarium more closely resembles the crowded rococo shell

collections of the eighteenth century rather than the extremely clean
presentation of the Linnaean-style herbarium, which Rousseau adopted.
Linnaeus’s stipulation therefore has aesthetic as well as scientific signifi-
cance, since the specimen can be centred and arranged on the page as a
composition (see Figs. 1, p.13 and 3, p.24).
Yet, while Rousseau presents his specimens in an aesthetically pleasing

way, his comments on arranging the plant on the page prioritise the
concerns of the botanist rather than those of the artist: he specifies that
the herbarium specimen should lie in its ‘situation naturelle’ because the
point of the exercise is to preserve ‘des plantes ou échantillons des plantes
de manière à les rendre faciles à reconnaı̂tre et à déterminer’.65 He tells
Mme Delessert that she need not expend so much care in attaching her
specimens; for teaching purposes, he would prefer ‘un rameau desséché et
non collé, qui eût feuilles et fleurs [...] votre extrême soin nous éloigne du
but; car voilà seulement dix plantes que vous m’avez fait passer jus-
qu’ici’.66

Rousseau usually followed the prescription to attach only one specimen
per page, but unlike Linnaeus, he attached each specimen under thin
bands (‘bandelettes’) that were glued to the page, rather than attaching

alphabétique, des préceptes de la botanique, & de tous les termes, tant français que latins, consacrés à
l’étude de cette science (Paris, Didot, Barrois et Belin, 1783), p.100.
63. ‘Plantæ methodo data collectæ in Herbarium vivum...disponuntur secundum

Systema, ut prompte evolvantur.’ Linnaeus, Philosophia botanica (1751), p.291, translated by
S. Freer in Linnaeus, Philosophia botanica (2005), p.329. Rousseau owned this work and
knew it well, as attested by the letter to Linnaeus of 1771, quoted above.
64. Deborah A. Metsger and Sheila C. Byers, ‘Introduction’, in Managing the modern

herbarium: an interdisciplinary approach, ed. Deborah A. Metsger and Sheila C. Byers
(Washington, DC, 1999), p.8.
65. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1194, 1191.
66. Rousseau to Madeleine-Catherine Delessert, 30 August 1773 (CC, vol.39, p.191).
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the plants themselves directly to the page with glue or wax (for a con-
trasting approach, see Fig. 2, p.23). This practice shows Rousseau’s
respect for nature in his attempt to disturb it as little as possible, with the
exception, that is, of taking specimens in the first place: ‘je n’irai point
d’une main stupide et brutale pilant et déchirant [les] fragiles beautés que
j’admire’.67 He even sometimes botanised without taking any specimens:
‘Ma manière d’herboriser est d’errer au hasard par la campagne et
d’observer à droite et à gauche les plantes qui frappent mes yeux, souvent
même sans les arracher pour les disséquer.’68

v. Rousseau’s models and teachers

Herbarium technique is a craft passed from one practitioner to another,
yet we do not have any clear indications from Rousseau how he learned to
make herbaria. His direct epistolary references to possible models are not
extremely informative. We are left to infer from the skill that Rousseau
obviously employed in making herbaria that he had seen good examples.
Abraham Gagnebin (1707-1800) may have been Rousseau’s first ins-

tructor in herbarium fabrication. Rousseau visited Gagnebin’s home in
La Ferrière in the Swiss Jura for about two weeks in June 1765, where he
suffered from cold, fever and tonsilitis most of the time, ailments which
probably kept him from doing much active botanising.69 During that visit
he would certainly have seen Gagnebin’s considerable herbarium. But
as this herbarium has been dispersed, we do not know what system of
classification was used, how Gagnebin attached the plants or how many
appeared on each page. Some of Gagnebin’s specimens are found in
Haller’s herbarium at the Muséum national d’histoire naturelle, Paris,
but they were attached by Haller, who, as mentioned above and unlike
Linnaeus or Rousseau, placed many specimens on the page and used wax
to attach his specimens, thereby damaging the specimen and rendering it
less valuable (see Fig. 2, p.23).70

Upon his return to France in 1767, Rousseau became involved in a
botanical exchange network, consisting largely of Linnaean botanists,
centered on Lyon and Montpellier.71 At least two participants in this
network could have provided him with models and/or instruction in
herbarium fabrication: Pierre Clappier (1740-1818) of Montpellier, and
Marc-Antoine Louis Claret de La Tourrette (1729-1793) of Lyon.

67. Rousseau, Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1252.
68. Rousseau to Gouan, 6 October 1769 (CC, vol.37, p.154).
69. Rousseau to Du Peyrou, 16 June 1765 (CC, vol.36, p.44).
70. This information is based on consultation of Haller’s herbarium, 25 August 2004.

The author is grateful to Mme Cécile Aupic and Professeur Gérard-G. Aymonin,
Laboratoire de phanérogamie, MNHN, for their kind assistance on this occasion.
71. See Cook, ‘Jean-Jacques Rousseau et les réseaux d’échange botanique’, p.98-99.
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Rousseau explicitly acknowledges Clappier as a botanical teacher,72

prizing Clappier’s skill in studying and preserving plants: ‘Vous joignez
au savoir de les bien connaı̂tre l’art particulier de les bien conserver.’73

La Tourrette seems to have been even more influential: ‘vous, Mon-
sieur, dont la riche collection rassemble en petit presque toutes les pro-
ductions de la nature [...] prouve par son bel assortiment combien [...]
elle est l’ouvrage de choix et non du hasard’.74 La Tourrette, a jurist and
botanical author, co-founded the botanical garden of the Royal Veter-
inary School (Lyon), and accumulated 7,000 plant specimens, including a
significant lichen collection of 1,500 specimens.75 Magnin’s study of La
Tourrette provides a clue to his possible influence on Rousseau:76

Les notes et observations de l’herbier méritent d’autant plus d’être signalées, qu’à
cette époque, la plupart des naturalistes attachaient peu d’importance à ces
constations minutieuses de localités, de stations, etc.; c’est pourquoi l’on voit tant
de collections, si riches à d’autres point de vue, n’être d’aucune utilité pour les
recherches ultérieures. Il n’en est pas ainsi de l’herbier de La Tourrette, dont tous
les échantillons sont accompagnés des notes explicites sur les localités, les stations,
la date de la récolte, en un mot, de tous les renseignements qui peuvent servir à
l’histoire de la plante.77

Like La Tourrette, Rousseau collected lichens and, most important, he
gave detailed notes on their exact locality in his herbaria.78 Such notes
constitute an important form of scientific documentation and now form an
integral part of herbarium practice. Modern herbarium labels must include
the complete name (genus, species) with its author (e.g. Rosa canina, Linn.),
the location, as well as the date, of collection, and any other information
regarding the environment in which the specimen was found.79

In his herbaria Rousseau often notes the location, habitat, season,
rarity and other points concerning the specimen; the Zürich herbarium is
particularly rich in such observations. The note accompanying Colchicum
autumnale, Linn. is exemplary: ‘Cette plante ne fleurit qu’à la fin de

72. Rousseau to Clappier, 23 December 1768 (CC, vol.36, p.215).
73. Rousseau to Clappier, 26 May 1769 (CC, vol.37, p.92).
74. Rousseau to La Tourrette, 25 January 1772 (CC, vol.39, p.21).
75. There are hundreds of lichen species and many genera; they are now considered to

be symbiotic organisms of fungus and algae. In the eighteenth century, Linnaeus grouped
about eighty species under the genus ‘Lichen’, following the foremost authority on the
subject, J. J. Dillenius. See his Historia Muscorum (Oxford, e Theatro Sheldoniano, 1741).
Linnaeus considered them ‘cryptogamia’ (‘crypto’ refers to secret, ‘gam’ to mating), that is
to say, plants with concealed reproductive mechanisms; he accordingly placed them in a
residual category, the twenty-fourth class of his artificial system of sexual classification.
76. For the correspondence they exchanged, see Cook, ‘Botanical writings’, p.214-27.
77. A. Magnin, Claret de la Tourrette: sa vie, ses travaux, ses recherches sur les lichens du

Lyonnais d’après ses ouvrages et les notes inédites de son herbier (Paris and Lyon, 1885), p.49.
78. For an account of La Tourrette’s practice in this regard, see Magnin, Claret de la

Tourrette, p.49.
79. ‘Page pratique’, Laboratoire de phanérogamie, Muséum national d’histoire natur-

elle, Paris, http://www.mnhn.fr/mnhn/pha/Pratique.htm, 7 April 2006.
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l’automne. Sa belle fleur gris de lin qui sort immédiatement de terre, sans
tige ni feuilles, fait un effet charmant dans les prés, qui en sont quelquefois
tout garnis. La fane et les fruits ne paraissent que l’année suivante, en
sorte qu’on n’a jamais la fleur et la feuille à la fois.’80 Rousseau has
included such key points as the season of flowering, the plant’s habitat,
and a description, which if not technical, nevertheless suits the character
of the recipient, Julie Willading-Boy de la Tour, who might be termed,
like her sister, Madeleine-Catherine Delessert, an amateur of botany. For
Hepatica nobilis81 (Fig. 1, p.13), Rousseau writes a more concise descrip-
tion: ‘Commune autour de Neuchâtel dans les bois.’82 The description is
deceptive in its brevity since it includes three essential pieces of infor-
mation: the frequency of this species’ occurrence, the place in which it
may be found, and its habitat.
Rousseau also includes such notes in a portable cryptogamia herbarium

that he may have made for Malesherbes (MdAD).83 Like the Zürich
herbarium, this herbarium contains detailed ecological information con-
cerning place of collection, season, and habitat; an unidentified moss
specimen (Fig. 4, p.29) bears the following caption: ‘Trouvée à Monquin84

au printemps en abondance couchée dans le limon d’une eau courante
selon la direction du fil de l’eau. Feuillage assez âpre et rigide au toucher,
sans aucun vestige de fructification.’85 The small moss specimens (‘n’ and
‘o’) surrounding the principal specimen (‘p’) are arranged in a flowing,
circular pattern that evokes the aquatic environment in which they were
found.86

This attention to local conditions informs our view of Rousseau in
nature; he seeks to know nature in detail, realising that knowledge is
necessary for appreciation: ‘Quelque élégante, quelque admirable,
quelque diverse que soit la structure des végétaux, elle ne frappe pas assez
un œil ignorant pour l’intéresser.’87 He therefore wants to know more
about the plant than simply its binomial name and, in the process, make

80. Dufour, ‘Petit herbier pour Mademoiselle Julie Boy de la Tour’, p.263. Dufour
transcribes the notes in the Zürich herbarium in their entirety; such transcriptions have yet
to be published for Montmorency and MdAD.
81. Hepatica derives from the Greek word hêpar, referring to the liver; the plant’s leaves

were thought to recall the lobes of the liver, and it was used to treat diseases of that organ.
http://www.crdp-strasbourg.fr/artsculture/jardin/renonculacees/genres2.htm, 3 May 2006.
82. Dufour, ‘Petit herbier pour Mademoiselle Julie Boy de la Tour’, p.265.
83. See Rousseau to Malesherbes, 17 April 1772 (CC, vol.39, p.38); see also ‘Notices

bibliographiques XII: Herbiers’, OC, vol.4, p.1890-91. I am preparing an analysis of this
herbarium to include updated names for the more than 300 specimens it contains.
84. Rousseau lived at the Ferme de Maubec from January 1769 to April 1770; it is still

standing, and is located in Monquin, above Bourgoin-Jallieu (formerly Bourgoin) in the
département d’Isère, in the Rhône-Alpes region of France.
85. MdAD, F. 24.
86. Specimen ‘n’ is Mnium undulatum, Linn.; specimen ‘o’ is Bryum cæspiticium, Linn. I am

grateful to contemporary artist Richard Gorman for pointing out the flowing pattern to
me.
87. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.641.
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a variety of connections between a plant and its locale, noting, for
example, that transplanted exotic species degenerate in a European
environment.88 The detailed study of nature provides a kind of therapy,
keeping him focused on the present, and diverting him from unpleasant
memories of life in society: ‘Si l’étude de plantes me purge l’âme, c’est
assez pour moi, je ne veux point d’autre pharmacie.’89

Rousseau probably started collecting lichens during his Swiss exile
(1762-1765), but La Tourrette’s extensive knowledge and collections in
this field may have provided Rousseau with inspiration to continue these
studies upon his return to French soil. By 1769, Rousseau had proudly
acquired a specimen of Iceland moss, or Lichen islandicus, Linn. (now
Cetraria islandica, Acharius), and his herbier portatif (MdAD) contains
eleven lichen specimens, of which three are specimens of Cetraria islandica
from his herborisation on Mont Pilat in 1769.90 Rousseau’s study of
lichens corresponded to his interest in the larger class of plants that
Linnaeus categorised as cryptogamia; this class also included mosses,
represented by over 300 specimens in the herbier portatif (MdAD).
Rousseau enjoyed the challenge of collecting and preserving crypto-

gamia and grasses (e.g. Cyperus fuscus), which are among the most difficult
of all plants to identify and collect; the specimens are small and delicate,
and therefore difficult to examine and easy to damage (see Fig. 3): ‘Il y en
a de bien difficiles à mettre dans un herbier, et il y en a de si rares qu’ils
n’ont jamais passé et vraisembablement ne passeront jamais sous mes
yeux.’91

Another merit of cryptogamia is their availability in winter: ‘L’hiver
a aussi [...] ses herborisations qui lui sont propres, savoir les mousses
et les lichen.’92 Studying mosses is ‘une étude à laquelle j’employai
délicieusement l’hiver que j’ai passé à Wooton où je me trouvais envi-
ronné de montagnes de bois et de rochers tapissés de capillaires et de
mousses des plus curieuses’.93

88. A. Cook, ‘Jean-Jacques Rousseau and exotic botany’, in Eighteenth-century life, special
issue, Exoticism and the culture of exploration, ed. R. Maccubbin and C. Knellwolf, 26/3 (Fall
2002), p.181-201 (p.192-95). See also Rousseau, Dictionnaire de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1217,
s.v. ‘Cotyledon’ and ‘Vivace’.
89. Rousseau, Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1251.
90. Rousseau to Du Peyrou, 16 September 1769 (CC, vol.37, p.143). Mont Pilat (1432

m.) lies between the Loire and Rhône valleys southwest of Vienne in the département of the
Loire. C. islandica, L. ‘occurs in various habitats including heaths, dunes, coastal plains,
lichen woodlands, bogs, meadows, and tundra; also in forested sites and rock crevices;
grows best in direct sun, and can grow on shallow, sterile soils’. http://www.borealfor-
est.org/world/herbs_shrubs/iceland_moss.htm, 23 January 2006. In herbal medicine, it has
been used to treat gastritis, dyspepsia, nausea and bronchitis; Rousseau may have known of
it as a treatment for such ailments.
91. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 17 April 1772 (CC, vol.39, p.38).
92. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 11 November 1771 (CC, vol.38, p.290).
93. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 19 December 1771 (CC, vol.38, p.300).
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Rousseau’s expertise in this type of collecting emerges in the advice he
offers the courtier about collecting mosses and lichens, noting the twin
difficulties of identifying and preserving them:

pour les espèces [...] je n’ai pu parvenir à en distinguer avec certitude qu’un très
petit nombre, surtout dans la famille des mousses, et surtout dans les genres
difficiles, tels que les hypnum, les Jungermannia, [et] le Lichen [...] Mais il y a
une autre difficulté, c’est que les mousses ainsi disposées par brins n’ont point sur
le papier le même coup d’œil qu’elles ont sur la terre rassemblés par touffes ou
gazons serrées [...] Ainsi l’on herborise inutilement dans un herbier et surtout
dans un moussier si l’on n’a pas commencé par herboriser sur la terre.94

Rousseau did not expect, however, that Malesherbes would collect moss
and lichen specimens himself, for he would find these to be ‘détails
minutieux insupportables’ as one of those ‘esprits accoutumés à géné-
raliser les idées et à regarder toujours les objets en grand’.95

Malesherbes may have nonetheless shared Rousseau’s interest in
cryptogamia, as Rousseau reports having seen the Historia muscorum of J. J.
Dillenius, ‘guide indispensable dans ces recherches’, in Malesherbes’s
library.96

vi. Teaching and advertising botany

Rousseau took on an even more explicitly pedagogical role in the eight
letters on botany to Mme Delessert. In the eighth and last of these,
Rousseau laments ‘Je crains que nous ne l’ayons [la botanique] traitée
jusqu’ici d’une manière trop abstraite; en n’appliquant pas nos idées sur
des objets déterminés.’97 This introduces his friend and her daughter to
making herbaria, a topic to which he devotes several pages of painstaking
instructions, which align closely with modern standard procedure.98 The
manner of collecting and preserving plants has not changed greatly from
the techniques employed in the eighteenth century except that, as men-
tioned above, Rousseau and many of his contemporaries (e.g. Haller)
stored their specimens in books or on loose sheets in a container, while
today’s specimens are stored in cabinets, following Linnaeus.99 Modern
collectors have the added luxury of electric lights, fans and dehumidifiers
to dry their specimens more quickly and thoroughly.

94. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 11 November 1771 (CC, vol.38, p.301).
95. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 19 December 1771 (CC, vol.38, p.301).
96. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 17 April 1772 (CC, vol.39, p.40); see also Rousseau,

Dictionnaire de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1214, s.v. ‘Capillaires’.
97. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1191.
98. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1191-95; see also Aymonin, ‘Herbier’,

p.571-76; Lamarck, ‘Herbier (Herbarium)’, p.111-16.
99. Linnaeus specifies cabinet storage, complete with a drawing of how it should be laid

out. The cupboard was to accommodate 6,000 dried plants ordered according to the
twenty-four classes of the artificial system. Philosophia botanica, p.329-30, Tab. XI.
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Rousseau places high expectations on his students – a young mother
and her very young daughter – to whom he writes as follows about this
‘science qui seule distingue le vrai botaniste de l’herboriste ou nomen-
clateur’: ‘Il s’agit donc ici d’apprendre à préparer, dessécher et conserver
des plantes ou échantillons de plantes de manière à les rendre faciles à
reconnaı̂tre et à déterminer. C’est en un mot un herbier que je vous
propose de commencer.’100 Or, as Linnaeus puts it, the beginner in
botany ‘should himself collect, dry, and glue on sheets of paper the larger
plants, as many as he can’.101 Botany is therefore synonymous with the
collection of specimens that can be examined later to reinforce the
memory of both the plants and the circumstances of collection. Herbaria
are formal scientific collections, and Rousseau’s were no exception, their
evocative role notwithstanding.
According to Rousseau, the following are the essential steps in pre-

paring the herbarium:
– ‘Il y a d’abord une provision à faire: savoir cinq ou six mains de papier
gris et à peu près autant de papier blanc de même grandeur assez fort
et bien collé’;

– ‘Il faut absolument choisir un temps sec, et [...] le moment le plus sec et
le plus chaud de la journée’;

– ‘Le moment à choisir [...] est celui où la plante est en pleine fleur, et où
même quelques fleurs commencent à tomber pour faire place au fruit’;

– ‘Il ne faut pas cependant s’obstiner à conserver les racines qu’autant
qu’elles ont quelques singularités remarquables’;102

– ‘il faut que cet échantillon [...] contienne toutes les parties constitutives
du genre et de l’espèce’;

– ‘Votre pile de plantes et de papiers [...] doit être mise en presse’;
– ‘[il faut] changer de papier à propos et aussi souvent qu’il faut’;
– ‘il faut tenir cet herbier bien serré et un peu en presse’;
– ‘l’herbier doit être tenu dans le lieu le plus sec de la maison, et plûtot au
premier qu’au rez-de-chaussée’.103

Botany is therefore hardly an armchair hobby; in the Confessions
Rousseau criticises Linnaeus, who was a ‘grand observateur [...] qui ait
vu jusqu’ici la botanique en naturaliste et en philosophe; mais il l’a trop
étudiée dans des herbiers et dans des jardins et pas assez dans la nature
elle-même’.104 Rousseau’s point is not to diminish the importance of

100. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1191.
101. ‘Colligat, Exsiccet, Adglutinet ipse plantas majores, quotquot poterit.’ Linnaeus,

Philosophia botanica (1751), p.289, translated by S. Freer in Linnaeus, Philosophia botanica
(2005), p.329; the emphasis is original.
102. Lamarck, on the contrary, stipulates that the root should always be collected and

displayed if the specimen is not thereby too large for the paper, which should be folio-sized.
‘Herbier (Herbarium)’, p.113.
103. Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1191-95.
104. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.643.
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herbaria, but rather to place this botanical tool in proper perspective. His
point is that the botanist must conduct his fundamental studies in nature,
starting from the living plant itself: ‘on herborise inutilement dans un
herbier [...] si l’on n’a commencé par herboriser sur la terre. Ces sortes de
recueils doivent servir seulement de mémoratifs mais non pas d’instruc-
tion première.’105 Rousseau would lie on the ground observing the plant:
‘là je me couchais par terre auprès de la plante en question pour
l’examiner sur pied, tout à mon aise’.106 He thereby not only became a
better botanist but also reinforced his claim to reject ‘l’autorité des
hommes qui sont menteurs’, while accepting only that of ‘nature qui ne
ment jamais’.107 Rousseau’s entire philosophy from the second Discours
onwards is founded on this principle; botany provides yet another way to
make the point: ‘Le botaniste ne souffre point d’intermédiaire entre la
nature et lui.’108

Botanical practice is therefore grounded in the collection, identification,
and preservation of specimens and thereby constitutes both an artisanal
and a scientific undertaking, one for which Rousseau – the son of a
craftsman and himself once an engraving apprentice – seems to have had
a particular talent. Assembling herbaria is painstaking and time-con-
suming, based as it is on extended fieldwork, often under trying con-
ditions, as Rousseau experienced on Mont Pilat:

nous avons trouvé un très mauvais gı̂te. Pour lit du foin ressuant et tout mouillé,
hors un seul matelas rembourré de puces [...] Le quatrième [article], des acci-
dents de toute espèce; un de nos Messieurs a été mourdu d’un chien sur la
montagne. Sultan a été demi-massacré d’un autre chien, il a disparu, je l’ai cru
mort de ses blessures ou mangé du Loup [...] nous n’avons presque rien trouvé,
étant allés trop tard pour les fleurs, trop tôt pour les graines, et n’ayant eu nul
guide pour trouver les bons endroits.109

Needless to say, this particular herborisation was not a success!
Where conditions are right for collecting, however, one must make an

important decision about which specimens to collect. Rousseau does not
say much about the selection of specimens, but Lamarck’s detailed dis-
cussion of this question is enlightening: ‘Il n’est pas du tout indifférent de
prendre tel ou tel individu [...] et nous pouvons assurer que le choix des
plantes ou des morceaux de plantes que l’on ramasse, mérite la plus
grande attention, afin de ne point prendre des individus altérés par

105. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 19 December 1771 (CC, vol.38, p.301).
106. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.643.
107. Rousseau, Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1250; for similar statements see also

Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, OC, vol.3, p.133; Rousseau, Dialogues, OC, vol.1,
p.833.
108. Rousseau, Fragments de botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1250. See also Cook, ‘Rousseau and

the languages of music and botany’, p.75-76.
109. Sultan was Rousseau’s dog. Not only did Sultan survive, he reappeared at his

master’s home ‘tranquille et parfaitement guéri’, having crossed the Rhône river on the
way. Rousseau to Du Peyrou, 16 September 1769 (CC, vol.37, p.142).
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certaines circonstances [...] en un mot, des monstrosités qui nous trom-
peraient.’110 We should assume that Rousseau paid careful attention to
this issue, not only because his specimens speak for themselves, but
because he was acutely aware of the deceptions caused by so-called
botanical monsters.111

Even if it is possible to find suitable specimens to collect, there is always
the risk of their accidental loss or destruction, a problem that has plagued
botanists throughout history:

je crains fort que ces herbes fragiles et déjà gâtées par l’humidité, ne vous arrivent
absolument détruites et méconnaissables. Les graines au moins pourraient,
Madame la Duchesse, vous dédommager des plantes si elles étaient plus abon-
dantes mais vous pardonnerez leur misère aux divers accidents qui ont là-dessus
contrarié mes soins [...] Par exemple, les rats ont mangé sur ma table presque
toute la graine de bistorte que j’y avais étendue pour la faire sécher; et ayant mis
d’autres graines sur ma fenêtre [...] un coup de vent a fait voler dans la chambre
tous mes papiers.112

Once the stage of making the herbarium has been reached, a significant
expenditure of time, concentration and knowledge of techniques of pres-
ervation is required:

Dans de grandes et fréquentes herborisations il a fait une immense collection de
plantes; il les a desséchées avec des soins infinis; il les a collées avec une grande
propreté sur des papiers qu’il ornait de cadres rouges. Il s’est appliqué à conserver
la figure et la couleur des fleurs et des feuilles, au point de faire de ces herbiers
ainsi préparés des recueils de miniatures.113 Il en a donné, envoyé à diverses
personnes, et ce qui lui reste suffirait pour persuader à ceux qui savent combien
ce travail exige de temps et de patience qu’il en fait son unique occupation.114

Yet it is still not enough to be able to dry and place the plants on the
paper; to be useful, the plants must be organised according to a system of
classification. Of his collections Rousseau notes: ‘J’y ai vu seulement des
cartons remplis des rameaux de plantes dont je viens de vous parler, et des
graines distribuées dans de petites boı̂tes classées, comme les plantes qui
les fournissent, selon le système [sexuel] de Linnæus.’115 In addition to the
Linnaean system of classification (Zürich), he also used an alphabetical
system (Montmorency). He may also have sometimes used a chronolo-
gical system (Carnavalet, MdAD). However, while he employed Jussieu’s

110. Lamarck goes into far greater detail than can be related here. ‘Herbier (Herbar-
ium)’, p.113.
111. Rousseau, Lettres sur la botanique, OC, vol.4, p.1156, 1188.
112. Rousseau to the Duchess of Portland, 21 December 1769 (CC, vol.37, p.190). See

Starobinski, who characterises Rousseau’s botanising as ‘activités demi-machinales.’ Jean-
Jacques Rousseau: la transparence et l’obstacle, p.280.
113. The colour retention of Rousseau’s herbaria is indeed remarkable, a point

impossible to convey in black-and-white reproductions.
114. Rousseau, Dialogues, OC, vol.1, p.832.
115. Rousseau, Dialogues, OC, vol.1, p.833.
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natural family system (see above) in the letters to Mme Delessert, he does
not seem to have used it to organise his herbaria.
Some time in the early 1770s Rousseau conceived the project of

creating herbiers portatifs that he could give or sell to people interested in
learning botany; he outlines this project in a letter to the Duchess of
Portland:116

Pour faire une diversion de mon goût à mes occupations, je me suis proposé de
faire des herbiers pour les naturalistes et amateurs qui voudront en acquérir. Le
régne Végétal, le plus riant des trois et peut-être le plus riche, est très négligé et
presque oublié dans les cabinets d’histoire naturelle, où il devait briller par
préférence. J’ai pensé que de petits herbiers bien choisis et faits avec soin pour-
raient favoriser le goût de la botanique, et je vais travailler cet été à des collec-
tions que je mettrai j’espère en état d’être distribuées un an d’ici.117

In a letter to Malesherbes Rousseau expands on this idea:

J’ai le projet aussi d’une forme de petits herbiers à mettre dans la poche qui ne
sont pas les moins curieuses, et je n’y ferais entrer néanmoins que des plantes qui
pourraient y tenir entières, racine et tout; entre autres, la plupart des mousses, les
Glaux, Peplis, Montia, Sagina, Perchepiert, &c. Il me semble que ces herbiers
mignons pourraient devenir charmants et précieux en même temps.118

Rousseau probably never completed this ambitious project. Yet the her-
baria that we have from his hand demonstrate his dedication to popu-
larising botany. Presented each on a single page, bordered in red,
sometimes decorated with additional flourishes, with notes before or
behind, each specimen testified to the giver’s love of nature in all its detail,
and his desire to share it with others. In contrast to himself, ‘[l]es autres
[...] ne voient rien en détail, parce qu’ils ne savent pas même ce qu’il faut
regarder, et ils ne voient pas non plus l’ensemble, parce qu’ils n’ont
aucune idée de cette chaine de rapports et de combinaisons qui accable de
ses merveilles l’esprit de l’observateur’.119 The herbarium constitutes
Rousseau’s final reply to the chemists, for while it contains dead matter, it
persuades us through the beauty of its presentation to encounter living
nature.

116. These would be quarto, octavo or smaller, like MdAD. Herbaria are usually folio.
See Appendix.
117. Rousseau to the Duchess of Portland, 17 April 1772 (CC, vol.39, p.42).
118. Rousseau to Malesherbes, 17 April 1772 (CC, vol.39, p.36-37).
119. Rousseau, Confessions, OC, vol.1, p.641.
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Appendix

Table 1: Rousseau’s extant herbaria

Place Carnavalet (Paris) Montmorency MdAD (Paris) Neuchâtel Zürich

Institution Musée Carnavalet Musée Jean-Jacques
Rousseau

Musée des arts
décoratifs

Bibliothèque publique
et universitaire

Zentralbibliothek

Provenance Rousseau or
Girardin1

Rousseau Rousseau Rousseau/Dombey?2 Rousseau

Contents 8 specimens, incl.
American species3

168 specimens 315 specimens,
incl. mosses, algae
and 11 lichens

350 specimens 100 plants, 1 alga; incl.
all important families

Organisation Not clear Alphabetical Not clear Linnaean? Linnaean

Recipient Not known Madelon Delessert4 Malesherbes?5 Stanislaus Girardin Julie Boy de la Tour

Dimensions Quarto 23�16.4 cm portatif, in-12,
15.8�10 cm

Folio & other paper sizes 21.6�10.6 cm

Year, if known 1774 1768 1772

Other
Information

Doubts as to
its authenticity

Letter to Mme Delessert,
28 May 17746

Part of the so-called
‘grand herbier’? See Table 2.

Letter to Julie Boy de
la Tour, 16 April 17727

1 ‘L’écriture est indiscutablement celle du philosophe’. B. de Montgolfier and M. Gallet, ‘Souvenirs de Voltaire et de Rousseau au Musée Carnavalet’, Bulletin du Musée
Carnavalet 13/2 (November 1960), p.2-23 (p.14). On the other hand, ‘[i]t is suspected that this Herbarium is not from Rousseau, but was assembled by the Marquis de
Girardin [Es wird vermutet, dass dieses Herbar nicht von Rousseau sondern von Marquis de Girardin zusammengestellt worden ist]’. R. Schneebeli-Graf, Botanisieren
mit Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Thun, 2003), p.137. This author believes that the incompleteness of the plant identifications and lack of strict Linnaean order might support
the latter theory.
2 Joseph Dombey (1742-1794), a student of Antoine Gouan and explorer of South American flora, gave Rousseau ‘un très grand nombre de plantes étrangères et rares
parfaitement belles et bien conservées’, inspiring him to add to it, making it his ‘unique bibliothèque’. Rousseau to Du Peyrou, 10 June 1768 (CC, vol.35, p.307).
3 ‘Species’ refer to scientific classifications, while each ‘specimen’ is a member of a species; a given herbarium might contain duplicates or varieties, and therefore more
specimens than species, as in the case of the ‘grand herbier’. See Table 2, p.36
4 Marguerite-Madeleine Delessert (1767-1839), daughter of Madeleine-Catherine Delessert, née Boy de la Tour (1747-1816), and recipient of Rousseau’s course of
instruction in Lettres élémentaires sur la botanique.
5 This herbarium was possibly one of the herbiers portatifs offered to Malesherbes. See Rousseau to Malesherbes, 21 October 1771 (CC, vol.38, p.282-83) and 17 April
1772 (CC, vol.39, p.36-37).
6 Rousseau to Mme Delessert, 28 May 1774 (CC, vol.41, p.252-54).
7 Rousseau to Julie Boy de la Tour, 16 April 1772 (CC, vol.41, p.34-36).
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Table 2: Rousseau’s herbaria: missing or of dubious authenticity

Place Berlin Chaalis Paris N/A N/A

Institution or
designation

Botanisches
Museum

Musée
Jacquemart-
André

Muséum national
d’histoire naturelle,
Laboratoire de
Phanérogamie

Duchess of Portland ‘Grand herbier’

Provenance Rousseau Fusée Aublet10 Fusée Aublet11 Rousseau Dombey, Rousseau

Contents 11 vols; catalogue
by Jansen; 153 species8

13 specimens,
2 or 3 possibly
by Rousseau

1 annotation in
Rousseau’s hand; rest
is Fusée Aublet’s, 15 vols.

Unknown Orig. nearly 2,000
specimens, 1500 species;
Rousseau added 300
specimens, catalogue at
Berlin (destroyed)

Organisation Linnaean Unknown Linnaean Unknown Probably Linnaean9

Dimensions Quarto Various Quarto Unknown; possibly
portatif

Folio

Year 1777 Probably 1778 1778 1772 1768

Other
information

Destroyed by
bombing in the
Second World War

Probably
acquired from
Fusée Aublet

Probably acquired
from Fusée Aublet

Letter to Duchess of
Portland12

Given to D. Malthus;13

a portion is perhaps
at BPUN

8 Albert Jansen, Jean-Jacques Rousseau als Botaniker (Berlin, 1885), p.277-92.
9 The order would have been Linnaean because Dombey was a student of Antoine Gouan, a Linnaean botanist.
10 Jean-Baptiste-Christophe Fusée Aublet (1720-1778), first explorer of the flora of French Guiana and author of Flore de la Guiane françoise, 4 vols (Paris,
1775), moved in the same ‘group of enlightened magistrates, courtiers and authors which included Malesherbes, Rousseau [...] and several others’. F. A.
Stafleu, Linnaeus and the Linnaeans: the spreading of their ideas in systematic botany, 1735-1789 (Utrecht, 1971), p.282. Rousseau acquired part of one of Aublet’s
herbaria in May 1778. See also Cook, ‘Jean-Jacques Rousseau and exotic botany’, p.188-89.
11 This appears to be the partial herbarium of Fusée Aublet that Rousseau acquired in May 1778.
12 Rousseau to the Duchess of Portland, 22 October 1773 (CC, vol.39, p.203-204).
13 This herbier ‘a été donné presque en entier à M. Malthus qui a acheté mes livres de botanique’. Rousseau, Dialogues, OC, vol.1, p.832. The marquis de
Girardin claimed that Rousseau sold his books and herbarium to Vincent-Louis Dutens (1730-1812). ‘Notices bibliographiques: Herbiers’, OC, vol.4,
p.1888.
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