
HATCH, Peter and WATERS, Alice. “A rich spot of earth”: Thomas Jefferson’s revolutionary garden

at Monticello. Yale University Press, New Haven: 2012. Pp xiv, 266; illustrated. Price US$ 35.00

(hardback). ISBN 9780300171143.

Opening the book, one is first struck by its many illustrations. They are splendid to look at, lending

beauty to the work. Peter Hatch, the director of the gardens and grounds at Monticello, Thomas

Jefferson’s Virginia estate, knows his subject in great detail, and demonstrates how well imagery assists

us in understanding the business of gardening and its importance to citizens in the early United States.

Hatch conveys to the reader the revolutionary nature of Jefferson’s garden at Monticello, on the

construction of which the American politician spent a great deal of his life. He argues that the garden

acted as a site of natural experimentation, where the Enlightenment-influenced Jefferson introduced and

cultivated a great many fruits and vegetables now taken for granted as staples of the American diet.

The book is split into two parts, followed by two appendices, a bibliography of primary and secondary

sources, and an index. The first part provides a history in five chapters, describing Jefferson’s belief in

gardening as a transformative activity for society, a history of Monticello’s development, the garden as a

site of social interaction – where exchanges between Jefferson, his family, fellow Virginian plantation

owners, labourers and slaves occurred – and a discussion of the literary culture surrounding these

activities. The final chapter moves to the modern day, offering an account of the restoration of

Monticello’s grounds during the author’s career, and the tensions between generating a living exhibit and

returning the site to its prior state. The second half of the book offers a catalogue of the vegetables most

grown at Monticello, depicting the fruits, roots, and leaves of plants most important to Jefferson and his

contemporaries. These “vegetable portraits” describe methods of growing and preparing food, the origins

of plants and their place in the gardens of late eighteenth- and early-nineteenth century America.

One might question what an understanding of Jefferson’s garden contributes to the broader study of

gardening as a cultural and intellectual practice in the early United States. By way of an answer, Hatch

provides a clear account of the interchanges between Jefferson and others of both low and high social

rank. He traces with expertise the circulation of gardening knowledge through contemporary society

and provides those with little background in the topic a ready source of illumination. The work reminds

us that in this period the art and science of gardening, which formed the basis of so many people’s

livelihoods, underpinned much of natural philosophy and natural history. After all, this scientific

culture was deeply interested in the useful arts, integrating them into its philosophical systems.

Encyclopaedic descriptions placed gardening and agriculture at the centre of all art and science

produced by civilized nations. The great variety of Jefferson’s garden provides us with an ideal point of

reference from which to discern the historical development of this subject in America, and its place as

both an important vocation and a source of scientific knowledge.

The book is ideal for all American or English historians of the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries – undergraduate, postgraduate, or professorial – whose research takes them into contact with

historical actors engaged in gardening, and who may want to understand better how it functioned as a

practical and intellectual activity. Furthermore, the images make the book thoroughly enjoyable, and,

through their sheer number and quality, provide us with an insight into the sublime character, and

material ordering, of natural productions so important to historical actors of this period.
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ROUSSEAU, Jean-Jacques and KOBAYASHI, Takuya (editor). Ecrits sur la botanique.

(Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Œuvres complètes, volume 11.) Slatkine, Geneva and Champion, Paris:
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At his death in 1778, Jean-Jacques Rousseau left a corpus of unpublished writings on botany that

recent scholars of his work hastily edited, with unsatisfactory results (Œuvres complètes, volume 4.
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1969). These include a botanical dictionary of dubious origin, a botanical pasigraphy of 1,000

characters akin to Chinese ideograms, three herbaria, textual fragments and herbaria possibly acquired

from the pharmacist Jean Baptiste Christophore Fusée Aublet. Most important are the much imitated

and translated “Lettres élémentaires sur la botanique”, a masterpiece of botanical pedagogy perhaps

best known to this journal’s readers in the expanded English rendering of 1785 by the Reverend

Thomas Martyn.

The edition under review seeks to present these myriad documents based on rigorous examination

of the originals. The editor aspires to two admirable goals: establishing that Rousseau’s botanical

manuscripts have a “valeur” in “histoire des sciences” (p. 15), and presenting everything Rousseau

wrote about botany in chronological periods (p. 16).

A central task confronting the editor of such a collection is to frame it in an intelligible

way for both specialist and non-specialist readers: what did Rousseau do in botany and how did

he relate to the debates that animated the science at the time? Moreover, how did botany connect

with Rousseau’s other philosophical concerns? As Jean-Marc Drouin pointed out a decade ago

in “Les herborisations d’un philosophe” (B. Bensaude-Vincent and B. Bernardi (editors),

2003 Rousseau et les sciences. Paris. p. 80), Rousseau was “au courant” of contemporary debates

in taxonomy, that is, the controversy over natural versus artificial system. The period in which

Rousseau took up botany (1760s–1770s) was precisely when the natural system was securing its place

in European botany.

However, the edition under review barely broaches the classification issue; the idiosyncratic

organization of the text makes it difficult to gain an overview of this question. Various documents and

periods have their own introductions. For example, the short précis of major botanists (for example,

Linnaeus, Haller) whom Rousseau knew (pp 37–39) makes no reference to the classification debate.

In introducing the “Lettres élémentaires”, Kobayashi states that in focusing on “ressemblances

naturelles”, the “Lettres” do not follow a system of classification (p. 133), as if family were not a basis

for classification! Yet two pages later he speculates that the “Lettres” exhibit a “notion de famille à

l’adansonienne” (p. 135). This claim is based not on the letters themselves, but on Adansonian names

that Rousseau used in one herbarium (p. 135). These musings begin to broach a major issue, but only

barely. Indeed, I have argued elsewhere that Rousseau, like many botanists of his day, was a taxonomic

pluralist whose hybrid approach to classification was inspired by the natural methods of the Jussieus,

Adanson, Tournefort and of course, Linnaeus.

This edition avoids discussing important scholarship in the history of botany by Drouin, Müller-Wille,

Stearn, Stevens, Hoquet and others. The editor indulges in references to “certains chercheurs” without

naming them (p. 14), relies heavily on self-citation, fails to cite in his commentary works on which

he clearly relies (for example by Cook and Drouin) and which he calls “essentiels” in the “sélective”

bibliography (p. 411). The quality of illustrations drawn from Vaillant, Regnault and Haller is poor,

with only a few images from Rousseau’s three magnificent herbaria included.

Thus, rather than establishing the importance of Rousseau’s botany in history of science, this

edition leaves it in an epistemological vacuum. For specialists, this volume has something new to offer,

albeit with an effort on the reader’s part; for the neophyte, the presentation of the documents offers

slight access to a little-known topic.
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BIRKHEAD, Tim. Bird sense: what it’s like to be a bird. Bloomsbury, London: 2012. Pp xii, 265;

illustrated. Price £ 16.99 (hardback). ISBN 9781408820131.

In the preface to Bird sense, Tim Birkhead hammers the point that, for centuries, research into

the sensory perception of birds has languished in the backwaters of scientific investigation: “the

sensory biology of birds has never been a hot topic”. He relates the tale of one poor (anonymous)
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