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BRIAN W. OGILVIE

Leonhart Fuchs

THE VALUE OF ILLUSTRATIONS
(1501-1566)

1 do not need to expound at length the pleasure and delight
that the knowledge of plants brings, since there is no one who
does not know that there is nothing in life more pleasant and

delightful than to wander through the woods, and over
mountains and meadows, garlanded and adorned with these
varied, exquisite blossoms and herbs, and to gaze at them

with keen eyes. The pleasure and delight is increased not a

little if an understanding of their usefulness and
powers is added. For there is as much pleasure
and enjoyment in learning as in looking.

Leonbart Fuchs, Notable Commentaries on the History of Plants, 1542

EONHART FUCHS TRAINED AS A DOCTOR and wrote over 50 books, mostly

on medicine. His most important work of natural history, Notable Commentaries

on the History of Plants (De Historia Stirpium Commentarii Insignes), published in
1542, was also a medical text—in it, Fuchs described plants, discussed their medicinal
virtues according to the Classical tradition and indicated the diseases they could
cure. However, by paying close attention to plant morphology and by including in his
book some plants with no known medicinal value, Fuchs contributed to establishing
botany as an independent discipline.

Born into a comfortable bourgeois family in the Bavarian town of Wemding,
Fuchs earned a bachelor of arts degree from the University of Erfurt when he was 16.
After a year as a schoolmaster, he went to the University of Ingolstadt, where he was
made master of arts in 1521 and doctor of medicine in 1524. He held a few short posi-
tions as a university lecturer and court physician before joining the faculty of the
Lutheran University of Tiibingen in 1535, where he remained for the rest of his life.

In Renaissance medicine, no sharp line separated food from simple medicines. Fuchs writes that
the shoots of asparagus (in Latin Asparagus officinalis; ‘Spargen’ in German), boiled in broth
and dressed with salt, vinegar and oil, are considered a delicacy. According to Dioscorides, cooked
shoots calm the stomach and promote urination; Simeon Seth adds that they are the most
nutritious vegetable and can be considered intermediate berween plant and animal in their nature.
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e
These illustrations from the Vienna Codex, Fuchs's unpublished second edition of the Notable
Commentaries, show the subtle detail of his artists’ original drawings. The drawing of the
mandrake (Mandragora officinarum; RIGHT) was the basis for the woodcut in the Notable
Commentaries; the red cabbage (Brassica oleracea var. capitata; LEFT) was an addition.

In bis text, Fuchs warns his readers against counterfeit mandrake roots sculpted into human
form (see also the illustration on p. 35).

In Tiibingen, as one of two professors of medicine, Fuchs taught theory, anatomy and
medical botany.

Fuchs’s approach to botany was inspired by a reform movement originating in
northern Italy at this time. Niccold Leoniceno, a professor at the University of
Ferrara, was convinced that the names used by ancient medical writers for plants
were not the same as those used by modern apothecaries. To put medical botany on
the right footing, Leoniceno compared ancient texts with actual plants. His goal was
to establish exactly which plant the ancients meant by each name. Then, doctors and
apothecaries could use ancient medical recipes correctly.

Some of Leoniceno’s German students then adopted this project as their own.
Euricius Cordus wrote a short dialogue, Botanologicon (1534), describing an excursion

into the German woods to hunt for plants in order to compare them with ancient
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texts. Fuchs knew Cordus from his student days at Erfurt, and he too was convinced
that medical botany needed reform. His first medical publication, in 1530, on the
errors of modern physicians, included an incisive critique of botanical mistakes,
based on Leoniceno’s method. His Notable Commentaries were intended to provide a
definitive guide to plant names, descriptions and medicinal uses.

Fuchs was not alone in this aim. In Germany, he was preceded by his contempo-
raries Otto Brunfels and Hieronymus Bock — the three of them have been called, with
some justification, the ‘German Fathers of Botany’. Each emphasized a different
aspect of botanical research, and it was Fuchs’s work that, more than the others,

shaped the later course of Renaissance botany.

ACCURATE ILLUSTRATIONS

The invention of printing in the mid-15th century revolutionized natural history
illustrations. In Classical antiquity and the Middle Ages, every drawing of a plant or
animal was unique. Each time a drawing was copied, it lost some of its original detail,
becoming increasingly stylized. The woodcut, also invented in the 15th century,
offered the possibility of making exactly reproducible copies of drawings. But
naturalists were slow to pick up on its potential. Woodcuts of plants in early printed
herbals imitated the crude, stylized pictures found in late medieval manuscripts.

The potential of the woodcut was finally realized in 1530. Brunfels, in his Living
Images of Plants (Herbarum Vivae Eicones; 1530-32), placed short descriptions taken from
ancient texts next to woodcuts by Hans Weiditz, a pupil of Albrecht Diirer. Weiditz’s
illustrations were stunningly different from anything that had been seen before.
Working from original specimens, Weiditz produced bold, accurate drawings that
could be easily transferred to wood blocks, allowing hundreds of identical copies to
be made. The book’s very title testifies to the effect that both author and publisher
expected it to have on their audience. Indeed, the book appears to owe as much to
Weiditz and to its publisher, Johann Schott of Strasbourg, as to Brunfels himself,
whose earlier publications were on religion and education. Brunfels complained
that Weiditz had depicted ‘naked plants’, those that had not been described by
the ancients, whose medicinal properties were unknown. Yet Brunfels was a dedi-
cated naturalist, as Bock testified in the preface to his own book, the New Herbal (New
Kreiitter Buch, 1539).

Bock’s approach to natural history was diametrically opposed to Brunfels’s. He
decided not to include illustrations in his herbal at all. Instead, he wrote his own

descriptions of plants, based on careful, repeated observations in the field and in his
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Corn or field poppy (Papaver rhoeas). The bright colours in this woodcut were added by hand
after the book was printed — many copies of Fuchs’s Notable Commentaries were hand-
coloured. Although the work was often done by women and children, who could be paid lower wages
than men, a bhand-coloured book cost many times more than the same one without colouring.
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Under the title ‘Painters of the Work, Fuchs included this portrait of draughtsmen Heinrich
Fiillmaurer and Albrecht Meyer, and wood carver Veit Rudolf Speckle, at the end of his Notable
Commentaries. It was unusual for illustrated Renaissance books to include portraits of the
artists, but Fuchs knew that his book would owe much of its success to their talents.

>3



® THE RENAISSANCE %

own garden. Only after describing the plant as it appeared to him did he try to work
out which ancient description applied to it. Instead of arranging plants alphabetically,
as Brunfels had done, Bock organized them into groups based on similarity, though he
did not adopt a systematic classification, and he separated ‘foreign’ plants, those
introduced by merchants, from those that were native to Germany.

In the Notable Commentaries, Fuchs combined what he saw as the best elements of
both Brunfels’s and Bock’s herbals. Alongside elegant, full-page woodcuts of plants,
Fuchs gave their names in several ancient and modern languages, a description of
their form, notes on when and where they grew, their temperament (a Renaissance
medical concept) and their medicinal virtues according to several ancient authorities.
Each part of this task involved innovative choices.

Unlike Bock, Fuchs was convinced that pictures were essential for his book. But
Fuchs was not happy with Weiditz's approach either. Weiditz had used the artistic
techniques of foreshortening and shadowing to increase the realism of his pictures.
And he had depicted torn and wilted leaves, withered flowers and other characteris-
tics of the actual specimen before his eyes. Fuchs thought that would not do. His
contemporary, Sebastian Montuus, along with other philosophers, believed that
pictures could tell a scholar nothing about the essential nature of a plant; at most, they
could depict the peculiarities of individual specimens. Fuchs disagreed, but he saw
the danger in Weiditz’s approach. To overcome it, Fuchs insisted on carefully super-
vising the production of his pictures.

Fuchs employed a team of three artists; unusually, the book includes their group
portrait at the end. Albrecht Meyer made the original drawings of the plant. Heinrich
Fillmaurer copied each drawing on to a wood block, checking it against the plant
itself as he worked. Finally, Veit Rudolf Speckle cut away the blank space from the
block, leaving the raised surface that, inked and pressed on damp paper, would repro-
duce the image.

As the artists worked, Fuchs inspected the results. He corrected inaccuracies, but
he also amended any part of the drawing that represented a peculiarity of the individ-
ual specimen that was not found in other plants of the same species. The result was a
drawing that represented what a typical individual of the species might look like, but
not necessarily what any individual plant did look like. In some cases, Fuchs showed
flowers and fruits on the same plant, even when the two never occurred simultane-
ously in nature, so that the naturalist equipped with his book could recognize both.
Despite the limitations of the medium, Brunfels’s and Fuchs’s example prevailed over

Bock’s: most 16th-century botanical books were lavishly illustrated.
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In this woodcut Fuchs placed three varieties of cherry in one illustration (Prunus cerasus and P.
avium); the hand-colouring clearly distinguishes berween them. The illustration shows the flowers

and fruit at the same time, to aid in identifying the plant.
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Hemp agrimony (Eupatorium cannabinum):
Fuchs had no idea whether the ancients knew this
plant, and if so, what they called it. He complained
that the pharmacists of his day mistook it for true
agrimony. Germans called it St Cunegund'’s wort.

NAMING THE PLANTS

Fuchs’s illustrations were striking, but they
would have been useless to medical readers
without the text that accompanied them.
Following Leoniceno, Brunfels and Bock,
Fuchs strove to establish the ancient Greek
and Latin names of plants. Renaissance
pharmacists often used ancient names for
plants that were completely different from
what the ancients meant. Such mistakes led
to medicines that were weak, ineffective — or
worse, harmful. Because Fuchs indicated the
medicinal virtues of plants according to
Galen, Dioscorides (p. 33) and other ancient
sources, he had to ensure that he got the
names right.

Fuchs was not always successful at this
task. Plant geography was only just beginning
to be studied, and he had never travelled
beyond Germany. Unlike Euricius Cordus,
who had studied in Italy, Fuchs had no first-
hand knowledge of the differences between
Mediterranean and German floras. None-
theless, with effort and some luck, he
successfully identified many of the plants
known to the ancients. Even his failures
spurred further research.

He began each chapter of the Notmble
Commentaries with a section on ‘names’: Greek,

ancient Latin, modern Latin and German.

Purple violet, for instance, was ‘Zon porphuron to the Greeks, Viola muraria or purpurea

to the Latins, blau Veiel or Merzen violen to the Germans; the pharmacists just call it

Viola! Coltsfoot, on the other hand, was known as ‘Tussilago’ in Classical Latin, but
] ’ g ’

‘Ungula caballina’ (literally, ‘little horsehoof’) to Renaissance pharmacists. Occasion-

ally he included synonyms from other languages.
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Fuchs organized his herbal in alphabetical order — according to the first letter

of the plant’s Greek name, or its Latin name when it was unknown to the ancients.

Burt he prefixed the descriptions with four indexes of names: Greek, ancient Latin,

pharmacists’ Latin and German. That way, readers could go from any of the names

to the plantitself. Sometimes, in the case of newly introduced plants with no ancient

Greek or Latin name, Fuchs placed them near other, botanically related plants. He

based his judgments of affinity on taste and smell, which were clues to a plant’s

medicinal virtues.

DESCRIBING PLANTS

Fuchs often referred readers to his pictures for an accurate description of a plant’s

form and shape. His verbal descriptions, unlike those of Bock and of Valerius Cordus

(Euricius’s son), were brief, sometimes too
brief, and often copied from Dioscorides.
He contributed to standardizing botanical
terminology by providing a list of difficult
terms with their definitions. Even though
many of Fuchs’s terms are no longer used or
have changed their meaning, the list was the
firstbotanical glossary and helped contempo-
raries settle on names for the different parts of
aplant.

Fuchs was more original in describing
the places and times where plants grew and
flowered, information that was essential for
gathering medicinal plants and could also be
used to help identify an unknown plant. He
also described a plant’s ‘temperament’, its
balance of the ancient elemental qualities of
hot, cold, moist and dry, that in Galenic
medicine gave clues to how a plant would
act as a drug. Following its temperament,
Fuchs indicated the plant’s actual medical
powers by quoting liberally from Dioscorides,
Galen, Pliny and occasionally other medical
authorities.
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the book cost Fuchs. As a privilege, Emperor Charles V
granted an early form of copyright (at the bottom), but
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In describing plants, Fuchs aimed to reform pharmaceutical botany. Morphology

was only a part, and not the most important part, of his descriptions. But through his

pictures, and his attempts to distinguish different varieties of the same species, he also

contributed to a growing interest in plant morphology in the 1540s and 1550s.

Sparked in part by criticism of Fuchs and his contemporaries, this growing interest

would lead the next generation of botanists to downplay medicinal botany in favour

of the study of morphology and distribution. In this regard, Fuchs’s book played an

important role in establishing botany as an independent discipline.

AFTER THE NOTABLE COMMENTARIES

After the Notable Commentaries, Fuchs continued to gather illustrations and descrip-

tions of plants. He and his publisher issued German and French translations of the

Tomato (Solanum lycopersicum): this drawing
from the Vienna Codex may be the earliest
European illustration of a tomato plant. Despite its
ervors, it shows how Fuchs continued to seek out,
describe and depict new plants.

Commentaries, as well as a volume containing
the illustrations with minimal text for the use
of students. By 1557, he had prepared two
volumes for a new, expanded edition of the
Commentaries, each with 400 illustrations and
more accurate descriptions, and he was at work
on a third. But his publisher died and he could
not find another willing to take on the risk of
publishing an expensive botanical book. At his
death in 1566, it remained in manuscript.
Fuchs’s remarks in his new preface, and in his
correspondence, reveal a man jealous of his
reputation and suspicious of rivals, unlike the
1542 preface, in which he had been quite
generous to his predecessors. He remained
in Tibingen, where he continued to teach
medicine. In his last three years he suffered
from chronic illness. He died a disappointed
man, frustrated in his ambition to revise and
correct his great work of natural history. But
his Notable Commentaries, flawed as they were in
his own hindsight, marked an epoch in the
development of Renaissance natural history.
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