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Preface


Most people relate Flora Danica to the exquisite set of porcelain used at special occasions at the Royal Danish Court. The publication behind the floral motives of the set, however, is much less known. This book is about the iconic work behind the set. It deals with the background for the creation of the work, with the botanists who collected the plants, with the kings who paid for the work, and with the work in itself.

Flora Danica is the largest flora in the world. No other floras contain as many coloured plates, all coloured by hand. It is the result of the generosity of six kings and the comprehensive knowledge of six publishers in combination with the exquisite craft of the artists.

The Age of Enlightenment significantly widened our knowledge of the world. Philosophy and natural sciences benefited from favourable socio-political conditions, and curious scientists put themselves in danger in their attempts to collect new knowledge. The ambitious Danish king Frederik V and not least, his visionary cabinet did not wish to be inferior to others. He started expeditions abroad, called in competent people to Denmark and decided that all the plants of the kingdom and their possible uses were to be described in one work: Flora Danica. The goal was to be able to use the local resources optimally for the benefit of the economy of the kingdom.

Flora Danica was published in the period 1761–1883. The work consists of 18 volumes divided into 54 fascicles containing 3,240 plates—in other words, an endeavour spanning a period of 122 years. It is the longest work in progress in Danish history. It was published with the support of six kings, survived the Struensee Cabinet and his fall in 1771, the Bombardment of Copenhagen in 1807, the State Bankruptcy in 1813, the Cession of Norway in 1814, The Schleswig Wars in 1848–1851, the Abolition of Absolutism in 1849 and the Cession of Schleswig-Holstein in 1864. Moreover, most of the more than 3,000 irreplaceable copper plates were saved from the burning Christiansborg in 1884.

Today, we find it difficult to understand the dependency on plants in earlier times. For the population in the 18th century, most of the time was spent acquiring food and obtaining medicine, which often had no effect. Flora Danica brings us on a journey back to the times when life was simple, but at the same time very cumbersome.

I have chosen 253 plates, which together show important aspects of the flora. “The Beautiful Flora” shows some of the most impressive plates of Flora Danica. In “The Diverse Flora”, examples can be found from all corners of what once went under the collective term ‘the plant kingdom’, but which is now divided in at least four kingdoms. “From All Our Realms” shows examples of species found on expeditions in Denmark and travels to the remotest parts of Greenland, Iceland, the Faeroe Islands, Norway and Schleswig-Holstein. Economic plants were especially important in Flora Danica, and I have chosen examples of edible plants, poisonous plants, medicinal herbs, herbs for aquavit and plants for dyeing, timber trees and herbs for honey. In “The Dynamic Flora” examples are shown of rare species from a nature which does not exist anymore or are at least threatened by extinction. Others have been introduced, voluntarily for gardens or other purposes or by mistake and are now common or even annoyingly invasive.

My fascination of Flora Danica goes back to my student days when I acquired a couple of the fungal plates for decoration and inspiration. As head of the Botanical Museum, I was also for a time in charge of the Central Botanical Library. This was founded in 1752 to establish a collection of literature to be used in the work with Flora Danica.

The Botanical Museum has recently merged with the Zoological Museum and the Geological Museum into the library at the Natural History Museum of Denmark. This is where I spend my working days surrounded by beautiful old works, which cover botany, zoology, and geology – and of course, two complete sets of Flora Danica.

From all my heart I want to thank associate professor emeritus Peter Wagner for placing his inexhaustible knowledge of Flora Danica at my disposal, and associate professor emeritus Hans Tybjerg for his inspiration concerning historical botany. Furthermore, to thank Jesper Ratjen and Henrik F. Götzsche for correcting errors in the Danish edition on pages 78 and 460, respectively. If there are any errors in the text in spite of this, I take full responsibility.

Henning Knudsen
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The front page of Flora Danica in the Latin edition. The front page and the few text pages with descriptions of plants were also published in Danish and German.











The story behind 
Flora Danica








Prehistory


A flora is a name with a double meaning. It means both the plants growing in a certain area and a book that deals with plants in the same area. A small book by Johann Feyerabend from 1588 describes the plants in the forests of the Harz. This is one of the first books, which qualifies for the term flora. The name flora stems from the Roman goddess for flowers, Flora, who was worshipped for her own beauty and the beauty of flowers. In 1633, the Italian botanist Battista Ferrari in his work Flora sive florum cultura, “Flora, or the cultivation of flowers” personified her. It deals with the cultivation of flowers, their decorative effect and describes new garden plants. The concept was reused by the Danish physician, anatomist and botanist, Simon Paulli, when, in 1648, he published his Flora Danica, and by the Swedish natural scientist and physician, Carl von Linné, when he published Flora Lapponica (The Flora of Lapland, 1737) and Flora Suecica (The Flora of Sweden, 1745). There is a parallel word for the animal species of an area, the fauna, and recently Danish mycologists have adopted the word ‘funga’, as a parallel word for the fungal species of an area.

One of the oldest Danish handwritten manuscripts is a book of herbs by Henrik Harpestreng. Not much is known about him, but we know that he was a canon in Roskilde and Erik Plovpenning’s physician. He died April 2, 1244. His original handwritten manuscript no longer exists, but a number of copies are known, which according to custom circulated in monasteries and among princes. A copy from around 1300 exists in the Royal Library in Copenhagen. The text is in Danish and not Latin, which was highly unusual for a time when the norm was Latin. The intention was clearly to write a book that could be read and used by everybody. Most of the text is a transcript from older books on herbs, especially Macer Floridus by Odo Magdunensis from before 1100 and the writings of Constantinus Africanus, De Gradibus Liber from the middle of the 11th century. Constantinus was one of the leading scholars behind the famous medical school in Salerno in Southern Italy, which was the medical epicenter of the Middle Ages. Their work was based on translations of the manuscripts with a medical content that had been acquired from the Arab countries—which again were translations of Greek manuscripts. It is not known whether Harpestreng visited Salerno or any other southern Italian medical school. Perhaps he only had access to one or a few of the early books on medicine, but it is the first time a number of plants are mentioned in a Danish context. There are no descriptions of the plants, but their medical effects are mentioned. For instance, Harpestreng writes about chives: “He has excellent healing powers. Chives is also beneficial for those who spit blood or lose blood in the night” (dysentery).

Harpestreng was an early bird. The following Danish books on plants and their medical use were not written until several hundred years later by a canon in Malmoe, Christiern Pedersen. In 1533, he published the first printed manual of medicine, En nøttelig Legebog (A Useful Medical Manual), in which about 250 herbs are recommended for various diseases. Pedersen mainly got his knowledge from Bartolomaeus’ work from 1532, which he again had borrowed from Hortus Sanitatis (1491).

At that time, the level of the medical science was modest. In the new 1539 charter for Copenhagen University after the upheaval of the Reformation, the professors were ordered to study medicine according to the writings of Hippocrates and Galen. They were texts from the fourth and the second century B.C., respectively, as little had changed during the preceding 1300 years.

In Malmoe Henrik Smid (sometimes Smith or Smed) continued Christiern Pedersen’s efforts by publishing new books on medicine and herbs. In Een skøn loestig ny vrtegaardt (A Lovely and Merry New Herbal Garden) from 1546 there are no descriptions of the plants, but Smid states the Latin, German and Danish names. That was an indirect reference to the first wave of herbal books, which had begun half a century earlier. The first and most renowned of these books was Gart der Gesundheit (1485) by Johann Wonnecke von Kaub. The book was written as a tour of a fictitious garden, including a description of all the healthy and curative herbs that could be found there. The publication was a tremendous success and was published in numerous editions. The woodcuts shown are so stylized that you actually have to know the plants in advance to be able to recognize them, but the book became the important starting point for the wave of herbal books, which flooded learned Europe throughout the next centuries.

Among the most prominent publications are works by Brunfels, Bock, Fuchs, Mattioli, Turner, Dodoens, Lonicer and Gerard.

At the time these monumental classics were published, Henrik Smid issued his very modest book of herbs without illustrations or descriptions, and a much smaller selection of species. This made the price more affordable, and with a Danish text Urtegården (The Herbal Garden) it became a success. It was reprinted in 1557, 1577, 1598 and 1646 and in a drastically shortened version in 1923. In Smid’s books, you could find the medicinal plants that could be purchased at the pharmacy, but a popular work with illustrations of the common Danish flora was still lacking.

Interest in botany was rising, and the first botanical garden was established in Padua, Italy, in 1535. The focus of a botanical garden is on the name of the individual plant, the family it is related to, and how it reproduces. Plants are studied, and an exchange of seeds, bulbs, and tubers is arranged with similar gardens. Fittingly, it was the great entrepreneur Christian IV who made the decision that Denmark needed a botanical garden. In August 1600 he issued a deed of gift in which he gave the university a piece of land in Skidenstræde (Shitty Lane, now Crystal Street!), where the administration of Copenhagen University is now situated. Here a botanical garden was to be established and medicinal herbs were to be grown, tended by the professor who lived in the residence near the university. This never worked, because the resident professor was rarely a professor of medicine and therefore did not necessarily have an interest in the garden. Botany had not yet become an independent study at the university, and consequently, the professor of medicine taught only the medicinal use of plants.

However, Christian IV did not give up. In 1637, the physician Otto Sperling was appointed inspector of the King’s Garden (Rosenborg). Sperling took up this assignment with enthusiasm, and using his connections abroad, he very quickly established a garden, which included 1,500 species. He published a catalogue, Hortus Christianæus, of the plants of the garden and became the king’s personal physician. Because of the relation to the traitor Ulfeldt, he later fell into disgrace. He was arrested and thrown into Blåtårn (Blue Tower, the prison in Copenhagen Castle) in 1667 where he spent his final years until his death in 1681. It was also Christian IV who took the first steps towards the publication of a Danish flora, a work, which was designed to help the common person in the countryside to use the plants as medicine against illnesses. He specified that the names should be in Danish and Latin, and with a note of the habitat and use of the plants.


”Inasmuch as God Almighty this Land/ amongst others/ with divers Herbs hath blessed/ by which the lowly Country-dweller without Means to seek the Advice of a Physician against Ailments and Diseases/ ….. even as he harried be by suchlike/ readily is cured and restored: then We graciously solicit you/ speedily to prepare and commit to the Printing Press/ an Herbarium in Danish/ for the Weal of our lowliest Subjects/ in which the Herbs that common grow and native are to this Country/ with Names be listed in Danish and in Latin/ and the places where they are wont to grow: and to signify and propagate withal/ their best Uses against Ailments and Diseases/ for the Benefit of the common Man.”



These were the king’s words to the leaders of Copenhagen University July 30, 1645, and Simon Paulli, who was a personally appointed professor of anatomy, surgery, and botany—which belonged under the study of medicine—was given the task.

His father-in-law Jacob Fabricius was personal physician to Christian IV. Perhaps it was the influence from his father-in-law that made the king appoint Paulli professor the same year he published a Latin textbook and medical book on botany, Quadripartitum. This way Paulli made himself favorably known as a botanist, and in 1645, he built the anatomical theatre where the medical students could take part in dissections. He began arranging paid botanical excursions in which medical students, barber-surgeons and other interested people went plant collecting in the surroundings of Copenhagen.

Paulli was also one of the first people to warn against the new stimulants coffee and tobacco. He warned against Chinese tea, too, but made the unfortunate mistake of claiming that this tea was identical with dried leaves of Bog Myrtle.

Christian IV died before his flora was finished, in February 1648, and it was not until June that year that Paulli finished the work and handed it to Frederik III. This first Flora Danica comprised 886 pages of text plus 92 pages of index and 375 plates of woodcuts of the plants. Both parts were ordered chronologically according to the annual cycle. Each species was given a Latin name, a note on the origin of the name and references in the works of other authors, a description, habitat and even a chapter on “Virtues and Use”, often with medical references. However, there were also plants for food and dyes, aromatic plants to put between the linen, and other uses. The plates were printed at the famous Dutch printers Plantin-Moretus, who already held a number of woodcuts used in earlier books. They could be reused, but the result was that only about 250 Danish species were included as well as about 150 species, which were garden plants or did not exist in Denmark. A few species, which were not among the Dutch woodcuts, had to be made especially for the Danish edition. One of these, Danish Scurvy-grass, (p. 388) was described by Ole Worm and Caspar Bartholin in Bauhin in 1623. Little Moschatel (Adoxa moschatellina) was also added.
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Before botany was formally established at the University as a discipline in its own right, botany was taught by physicians, because almost all medicine originated from plants. Simon Paulli was a physician and taught anatomy in the anatomical theater, which was built for his lectures.
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Simon Paulli presenting Frederik III with a copy of his botanical work, Quadripartitum. Paulli later wrote Flora Danica. Christian IV commissioned it, but it was not published until a few months after the king’s death in 1648. The four noblemen facing the viewer are Christoffer Gabel, Erik Krag, Hans Schack and Peter Reedzt. Engraving by Albert Haelwegh.











Peder Kylling

– The first Danish field botanist


The time between Christian IV and the beginning of the 18th century saw only a single botanist at the University. The tall, lanky Peder Kylling (1640-1696) from Assens was educated as a theologian, but could not find work. Instead he took great pleasure in accompanying professor Ole Borch on his botanical excursions with his students to the Copenhagen surroundings.

Kylling’s interest and talent for botany earned him a scholarship to the Valkendorf College in Sankt Peders Stræde (St. Peter’s Alley) in return for looking after the garden. From here, he conducted his excursions in the surroundings of Copenhagen on foot, and made living collecting herbs for pharmacists. In 1682, he was appointed Royal Botanicus with the assignment of creating a catalogue of the plants of Denmark and Norway. Of course, he did not succeed, because the assignment was much bigger than his superiors had imagined, but Kylling did get started with the formidable task.

At first, he described a few new plants in Thomas Bartholin’s Acta medica et philosophica Hafniensia, one of the world’s first scientific periodicals, in which Kylling was the first one to describe the plant Nummularia norvegica, which was later named Linnaea borealis (Twinflower) after Linné. Later, he compiled a list of plants from one of the king’s deer parks, Gyldenlund (Golden Grove), now Charlottenlund. It is a kind of local flora: Gyldenlund, seu Catalogus Latino-Danicus Plantarium CCCCIIII and one of the rarest Danish books, only known in four copies. In 1688, he issued his main work, Viridarium Danicum, which is the first Danish flora in the strict sense. Each page consists of four columns with Latin, Danish and German names and Kylling’s own remarks on the habitat and time of flowering. His species are more broadly defined than now, because he considered colour varieties as species. It was a good beginning, because the flora was based on his own experience and collections from the Danish nature.
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Drawing from Thomas Bartholin’s journal, Acta medica et philosophica Hafniensia from 1673. It shows two plants, of which the one on the right is Twinflower (Linnaea borealis), as it was later to be named after the Swedish botanist Carl von Linné. Here, it is drawn by Peder Kylling, long before it was named for Linné.








[image: ]


A drawing from the diary of Holger Jacobæus. It shows Ole Borch and the students, with Peder Kylling among them, “go herbatim”, to collect and identify plants (ca. 1690).
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Most of the plates for the first Flora Danica were re-used from the Dutch printing company Plantin-Moretus, but this small herb, Moschatel, was prepared especially for the Danish version in 1648. In addition to the plate, Paulli made a description of each plant and notes about its medicinal “power”.





Kylling included 1,103 species, but due to the colour variations, the real number of species is closer to 800. Although the most recent Danish floras include 1,400 species, Kylling’s work was a great step forward towards a comprehensive Danish flora when compared to that of Paulli, which only included 250 species.

Kylling lived at Valkendorf ’s College until his death in 1696. As time went by, he grew into a perpetual student—alumnus perpetuus—and into being the hitherto most knowledgeable botanist. When professor Borch died in 1690, Kylling was requested to continue the botanical excursions with the students.

His tall, lanky figure attracted harassment from the guttersnipes, who were able to recognize a nerd when they saw one. Kylling probably did not care. His work was his passion, and in return, he accepted living in his cramped digs at the college. He was the first Danish perpetual student of botany, but far from the last.

After this slow start of Danish botany with transcripts of texts and borrowed woodcuts, one could be led to believe that the scene was set for an extensive botanical work, but this was not to be. The Danish renaissance (1500–1650) produced a long line of eminent natural scientists, who had achieved international acclaim, like Tycho Brahe, Christen Longomontanus, Ole Worm, Thomas Fincke, Caspar Bartholin, Thomas Bartholin, Rasmus Bartholin, Simon Paulli, Niels Steensen (Steno), Ole Borch and (a little later) Ole Rømer. Unfortunately, a long period of stagnation in Danish science followed these outstanding scientists.







Carl von Linné

– nature put into a system


The Swedish botanist and natural scientist Carl von Linné travelled to the Netherlands in 1735 to study and get his doctorate. He defended his thesis in Leiden on the subject of malaria, but this was only an interlude in his life. During the three years in Holland (1735–1738), he published his work Systema Naturae, one of the most epoch-making books in the history of natural science. The book consisted of 12 poster-size pages and is rather a formidable table of stones, animals and plants arranged in a systematic outline. The importance of the work was inversely proportional to its size. This work suddenly gave a hitherto unknown overview of nature, which was further widened by the large number of other publications in its wake. Under the heading Methodus, Linné laid down on a single folio page how to describe an object scientifically in seven points, which in turn were subdivided:


	The name and its synonyms (nomina);


	Relationships to higher entities (theoria),


	The genus and its delimitation (genus);


	The species and its delimitation (species);


	Geographical and ecological aspects on the habitat (attributa);


	Use (usus); and


	Literature where it is referred to (litteraria).




In the line of epoch-making milestones, Linné’s Biblioteca Botanica came out in 1736 and was an overview of about 1,000 available botanical books he had read. Fundamenta Botanica was published the same year, which in 365 short aphorisms and 12 conclusions describes nature and its interrelations. The first aphorism reads “all that exists on the earth is called elements and specimens”. The second ”Specimens are divided into three natural kingdoms: stones, plants and animals.” The third ”Stones grow. Plants grow and live. Animals grow, live and feel.” In 1737 he published Critica Botanica, an elaboration on Fundamenta and Genera Plantarum, a description of about 1,100 known genera of plants, Corollarium Generum Plantarum, Methodus Sexualis, Flora Lapponica, Hortus Cliffortianus and Classes Plantarum with a description of earlier classification systems.

It was one of the most breathtaking eruptions of human thinking ever. These works completely altered botanists’ conception of the plant system—and with record-breaking speed. In Linné’s system, it was suddenly possible to identify plants in a simple way. For instance by first counting the stamens, and then determining if they were free or joined in a special way, then by seeing if there were separate male and female plants or flowers. Botany and plant diversity suddenly became much easier to handle. Like the earlier systems, Linné’s system was not scientifically perfect because it did not always reveal the true relationships of plants. However, it was so simple to use that good results could be achieved without knowing the plant in advance.

To create a coherent system for living organisms, stones, minerals and fossils was his basic scientific project, and it was the prerequisite of communication across borders and languages. It would only make sense to talk about a specific plant if botanists had the same understanding of it. Linné and his books became one of many contributions, which in the following years formed the wave of knowledge in what we now call the Age of Enlightenment.

In the Netherlands, Linné worked with George Clifford, lawyer and managing director of the Dutch East India Company. He had a magnificent garden with plants from Europe and the Dutch colonies in South Africa, Java and Surinam (Dutch Guyana). This garden gave Linné his first glimpse of plants from a much bigger world and with a greater diversity than he was accustomed to from the cold, northern countries. This left profound impressions on Linné’s mind and resulted in a beautiful book on Clifford’s garden, Hortus Cliffortianus (1737).

After three years in the Netherlands, Linné returned to Sweden, where he lived for the rest of his life and continued his work with Systema Naturae. This work was published in 12 editions during his lifetime, whereas Species Plantarum, which contained 7,300 plants, came in three editions.

When Linné returned, he concentrated on making use of his experience for the benefit of Sweden. He quickly became a physician at the admiralty in Stockholm and was an esteemed figure with leading people at the court. One of those was Count Carl Gustav Tessin, who was Lord Chamberlain for King Adolf Fredrik and who had large collections of natural objects. Later, when he got into financial difficulties, part of his collection was acquired by Count A. G. Moltke and eventually ended at the Natural History Museum of Denmark. Tessin supported Linné and a circle of likeminded scientists in the foundation of Kungliga Vetenskabsakademin, modelled on The Royal Society in England (1660) and on Ludvig XIV’s and Colbert’s Académie des Sciences (1666) in France.

Perhaps it was a coincidence, but a week before the foundation in Stockholm, Christian VI issued a mandate to check up on the Royal Mint and Medal Collection. This task quickly gained ground and developed into a more general recommendation to form a Collegium Antiquitatum to study Danish history. This recommendation was also found to be too narrow, and therefore, it was agreed that ‘all sciences in general’ should be included in the society. The corresponding Danish institution, The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, was founded in 1742 by Count Johan Ludvig Holstein, the historian Hans Gram, bishop Erik Pontoppidan and secretary Henrik Henrichsen. This society was thus established based on an original wish to achieve an overview of the Royal Mint and Medal Collection, but soon became a general scientific society.
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Georg Dionysius Ehret’s famous illustration from 1736 of Linné’s sexual system of the plants.





Linné and his supporters now concluded that if Sweden, situated in the outskirts of Europe, was to stand out as a nation, the best way was to travel around observing tools, methods, processes and organisms both at home and abroad. In Sweden, they had to look for herbs and animals which could be exploited and which could replace expensive imported goods. Abroad, they had to look for new plants and animals that could be used advantageously or which could be useful to Sweden in other ways. By joining all these good forces, scientific societies, universities and local authorities, Linné started off a series of expeditions to the different parts of Sweden to collect and to observe. During these travels, Linné expanded his knowledge of Swedish nature – and the exploitation of nature around the country. However, it was also necessary to go abroad, and for that purpose, Linné mobilized a group of his best students. He became so well acquainted with them through lectures and discussions that he felt sure they could cope with the expeditions, both professionally and physically. Seventeen young men were sent off in all directions. At that time, travel was risky, but many regarded it as an honour to be chosen by the master himself and a duty to serve their country. Only about half of them returned alive. Denmark was inspired by Linné, and in 1761 the government decided to send a scientific expedition to Arabia Felix (the present-day Arabian Peninsula). One of the purposes of the expedition was to answer a number of questions that appeared unclarified in the Bible, and in this way lavish glory on the Danish king. They were questions like: Why is the Red Sea red? The expedition suffered the same fate as Linné’s expeditions: most of the participants died of fever on the way. However, the surveyor of the expedition, Carsten Niebuhr, returned with rich collections and published the results in a series of excellent and spectacular accounts and in other scientific works.




Georg Christian Oeder

- Flora Danica gets under way

Linné’s reputation quickly spread, and students from all parts of intellectual Europe came to Uppsala to absorb his knowledge. At Copenhagen University, the physician Balthazar de Buchwald had taken over the teaching of medicine from his father, Johannes de Buchwald. In contrast to the dynamic Linné, the older Buchwald continued a more traditional line of education: in the winter, the students were taught the medicinal herbs, and in the summer, the plants were studied in the botanical garden at the university. They followed a system in which the plants were arranged in alphabetical order according to Bauhin (1623), without any logical connection to their medicinal use or to their systematic relationship.
As the enlightened Europe gradually adopted Linné’s system, Buchwald realized that he had to follow suit. He therefore sent one of his students, Jørgen Thyge Holm, to Uppsala to learn the system from the master himself. At the same time, the university ensured that Buchwald’s course in medicinal herbs took a slight but important direction towards the trends that were flowing through Europe—it was now important to know the use of the plants both medically and financially, so that the herbal richness would benefit the country.
For a number of years, Holm studied with Linné, and the subject for his doctoral dissertation was a Flora Danica, which appeared in Linné’s periodical Amoenitates in 1760. Holm’s lists of the Danish flora with Danish names were included in the first volume of Erik Pontoppidan’s “The Danish Atlas”, 1763. Holm was the first botanist to arrange a list of Danish plants according to Linné’s system.
All over Europe, the gathering of knowledge was the focus of academic endeavour. The grand French Encyclopédie by Diderot and d’Alembert, first published in 1751, came to influence the Age of Enlightenment more than any other work. The ambition was to create an overview of all human knowledge in all scientific fields. The Danish government was inspired and, in the same year, they decided that the economic sciences should be encouraged, and started to look for a suitable person.
Count J. H. E. Bernstorff was Denmark’s ambassador to France. He was called back to support the ailing foreign minister Schulin (see also p. 570). On his way back, Bernstorff met the local physician Georg Christian Oeder in Schleswig and received a favourable impression of him. Schulin died soon after and Bernstorff became foreign minister, putting him in daily contact with the rest of the cabinet.
He mentioned Oeder’s name in the discussion of possible candidates to head the formation of what would now be termed an economic professorship. Oeder was nominated as a professor of economy at Copenhagen University, but in order to be appointed, he had to defend his thesis. This took place in Latin, which Oeder was able to read, but he did not speak it well.
At the time, there was a certain animosity to the extensive use of German and Germans at the court and in the leading circles. When it became known that another German was called in, some of the students decided to act. At Oeder’s defense, the students Carl Jensenius and Carsten Friis Rottbøl acted as critics ex auditorio. They exposed Oeder’s deficient Latin skills and treated him to such a convoluted examination that Rector Hans Peter Anchersen refused to accept the thesis, although it was scientifically well founded.
This put the government in a difficult position. What should have been a formality had taken an unexpected turn and the government was left with Oeder, whom the University did not accept. The plans for boosting the economy, which Oeder was to spearhead, had failed for the time being. As it was “the king’s will that mathematics and in particular the study of physics were to be more general and be subjected to further improvement with more zest than had hitherto been the case in his majesty’s realms so that useful discoveries could be made for the benefit of the country”, the situation desperately called for a solution. The king suggested that the theologians, who had already mastered the learned language (Latin), could educate themselves further and teach physical and mathematical subjects (including economy) in return for an annual salary increase of 50 rix-dollars. It was probably implied that clergymen had plenty of spare time between the Sunday sermons. An attempt was also made to include the legal profession in the arrangement. However, the idea quickly died when it came to the financing: if the state wanted more research in a particular field, it had to pay. This was the attitude of the University. The state, however, was of the opinion that the University should pay, as it would also benefit.
The resistance of the University to new professors might also be attributed to the fact that the highest ruling organ, the Consistorium, consisted of professors. Their salary consisted partly of agricultural products from a village or big farms, which were owned by the University, and more professors meant less payment to each of them.
The king solved the problem of the rejected Oeder. He simply employed him outside the jurisdiction of the University and made him establish a new botanical garden at the end of Amaliegade in central Copenhagen, where A.P. Moeller-Maersk now has its headquarters.
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The German born Georg Christian Oeder was the first publisher of Flora Danica and the person behind the overall project. He published the first ten fascicles (600 plates).
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Oeder’s original plan for Flora Danica included a description of the depicted plants. However, the text to accompany the plates was never issued, and only a few lines about habitat and distribution accompanied the plants. Shown here is the plate with “Names and Birth-Places for the Plants, which are to be found in this first Fascicle”.




Oeder’s plan was to collect and gather information from practitioners of agriculture, gardening and forestry, to catalogue the economic resources that could be found in nature and present them to the public. In this way the economy could be boosted, which at that time was almost synonymous with the cultivation of plants in the broadest sense of the word and thereby botany. The collective efforts were to be published in a large work with copper engraved plates as Flora Danica.
During the establishment of the new garden Oeder left for a study tour to other European gardens and institutions of learning. He was appointed professor botanices after his return, but as the garden was not yet completed, he continued on a field trip to Norway for Flora Danica. The Norwegian flora had been examined to a lesser extent than that in Denmark. In accordance with the underlying thought, Lord Steward Moltke also asked him to study Norwegian trade.
Eventually, Oeder had considered the matter so thoroughly that he could present his ideas about the publication. The proposition consisted of five parts:

	an introductory textbook of botany, including the relevant technical terms and drawings of the morphology of the plants;


	a list of plants which occurred in the realms and in the neighbouring countries, ordered according to systematic relationships;


	descriptions of all the plants;


	a pictorial work with copper engravings of all the plant; and


	a more practically oriented part for plant breeders and instructions relating to the characteristics and treatment of the plants.



The committee to which Oeder introduced his project never reached a conclusion. The discussion dragged on, the proposition was mislaid, and finally, the government asked the Danish botanist and former student of Linné, Jørgen Thyge Holm, for an opinion. He suggested a number of changes of which most were adopted. Among the most important ones, the copper engravings should accompany the descriptions and not be presented in two different works as Oeder suggested. This was common sense, but Oeder eventually ignored the recommendation. The government wished to expedite the practical part, and it was therefore decided to support the process by appointing a number of helpers. However, this never happened, because of the death of Holm. He was the most important member of the group, and after this, the idea of helpers was lost.
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Copper plate from 1761 and included in the first published fascicle. The motif is Flame-Lousewort (Pedicularis flammea).
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As part of the subscription for Flora Danica, a special four-page folder was printed in Danish and French. This included the first plate in the work, Cloudberry (Rubus chamaemorus).




Finally, in 1761 the process was so far advanced that Oeder was able to send out an invitation with the first illustration, of Cloudberry, and publication could begin.
The intention was that Flora Danica was to appear in fascicles including 60 plates, of which the most spectacular ones came first. Less conspicuous and less appealing sedges and grasses, brackens, club mosses and horsetails followed, and finally, the small and least known, the cryptogams (those with hidden “wedding”), ferns, mosses, fungi, lichens and algae.
Flora Danica
The finished drawing was engraved on the copper plate. The plant itself could be engraved directly, because it does not matter whether it turns the same way in the drawing as in the original. The text, however, had to be engraved using a mirror so that the engraved letters were inverted and consequently appeared non-inverted on the paper.
The only text on the plates is “Flora Danica Tab” followed by a serial number in Roman numerals. On several plates, particularly those with small mosses, algae, lichens and fungi, two, and rarely three different species, are shown each marked by Arabic numbers.
In the beginning, the artists drew detailed pictures of flowers and other parts of the plants to facilitate the identification of the plant and to illustrate aspects that could not be observed directly on the drawing of the whole plant.
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