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ORIGINAL BOTANICAL MANUSCRIPT OF 279 PAGES, EXTREMELY RARE, CALLIGRAPHED, DRAWN AND 

WATERCOLOURED IN 1770 BY BROTHER JEAN VERNISY DOMINICAN RELIGIOUS IN DIJON, ADORNED WITH 114 

ORIGINAL PLATES OUT OF TEXT DRAWN AND WATERCOLOURED ON IMPERIAL PAPER DESCRIBING 469 

FLOWERS, PLANTS AND SHRUBS IN THE MOST GRACEFUL COLORS FOLLOWING THE METHOD OF MICHEL 

ADANSON. 

 

The boards are accompanied by insects or mammals. The manuscript opens with an "alphabetical table of 

the plants contained in this collection"  followed by a superb title drawn, watercoloured and armored with 

the date of 1770. 

The volume opens on lettuces, followed by echinops, thistles, immortals, ambrosies, tanaisies, conyses, 

jacobées, worries, bidens, etc. 

 

Michel Adanson (1727-1806) was one of the most important naturalists of the  18TH  century. He was 

above all a botanist,and it is in this field that he owes, above all, his fame. The actual contribution of his 

book Families of Plants  (1763-1764) to botanical science, however, was appreciated with immense delay. 

The natural method of classification that he developed was hardly understood and, above all, estimated at its 

true value until 1963,at the great symposium organized on the occasion of the bicentenary of the publication 

of the book. It was around the 1960s that digital taxonomy (or "phenetic") emerged, based on the idea that 

Adanson had used combinatory calculations to classify plants, in his book  Families of Plants. According to 

Jean Dufrenoy, "the origin of this movement can be attributed to P. H. Sneath who, having "rediscovered" 

the natural classification proposed by Adanson [...], understood that this classification lends itself particularly 

well to the application of electronic taxonomy calculators(J. Gen. Microbiol. 17, 201-206, 1957) ». And it is 

precisely the year of the bicentenary of the publication of the first volume of the Families of Plants that 

appears  the great pioneering treatise on phenetic,  Principles of numerical taxonomy, by Peter H. A. Sneath 

and Robert R. Sokal. An expanded edition will be given in 1973. 

It now seems to us that Adanson occupies a decisive place in the history of the naturalsciences, since by 

rejecting on the one hand the "spirit of system" and defending, on the other hand, a universalist and totalizing 

vision of the living world,  he achieves a perfect synthesis of "linneism" and "buffonism". 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adanson was the first to actually give a natural  method of botanical classification, and not just to trace the 

idea, as did his master Bernard de Jussieu (1699-1777) or his great rival Carl von Linné (1707-1778). The 

first emphasized the need to establish such an arrangement according to all plant affinities, without really 

daring to move from theory to practice. The second published as early as 1735  Systema naturae, his famous 

"sexual system", which did not purport to expose the natural classification of plants, although Linnaeus 

considered that the "natural order", if one day it could be traced (a questionable prospect), simply went 

through the refinement of its system, as the species was discovered. 

Adanson acquired the central concept of his natural method at an early age. The beginnings of this "holistic" 

idea appear in a letter to the Jussieu, dated August1,  1750: 

 

"I have found," Adanson writes, "a very different way of describing it from the one I 

used in the time of myfirst  transmission, and it is the only one that I believe is good 

and useful, because not only does it fully understand all the parts of the different 
natural bodies, but also by what it describes these parts in all the qualities of their 

own.  » 

 

The conceptual revelation of the young Adanson in Senegal is based on the conviction that "partial" breeds 

"falsehood". In this regard, this journey was a definitive realization of the aporia of "systems", all of which 

are based on the mistaken idea that a "principle" has a power of subsumption. No, the whole thing cannot be 

understood in the game, and that is what Adanson discovered in Senegal. He also testifies to this revelation: 

 

"[...] the Botanike seems to be chanjer entirely from the front, as soon as we quite 

our temperate pagans to enter the Torrid Zone:  they are always Plants; but they 
are so singular in their form, they have attributes so new, that they evade the majority 

of our Systems, whose limits do not extend much beyond the Plants of our climates.  » 

 

His method, based on the combination assessment of a set of partial systems embracing all the "parts" of an 

organism, was first tried on molluscs. It then spread to plants(Plant Families). (Xavier Carteret) 
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