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TWO HUNDRED YEARS OF BOTANICAL
PROGRESS.

By Proressor J. C. SPERRIN-JOHNSON, M.A., M.Sc., M.B., Ch.B,,
Lirr.D,, F.R.G.S.

The Banks Lecture for 1929.
INTRODUCTORY.

The Banks Lecture for 1929 presents a brief outline of botanical
development from the middle of the seventeenth to the middle of the
nineteenth century. It surveys, therefore, the interesting period
extending from what might be called the Age of Herbalists to the
epoch-making publications of Charles Darwin.

An historical perspective of a science is a fascinating adjunct to
routine work. In spite of lack of correlation, the fantastic theories, and
incorrect conclusions of former days, we see progress in knowledge,
method, and application. Far from despising the mistakes of earlier
workers, the trained scientist realises the difficulties his predecessors
had to surmount, their painstaking industry, and how advancement
was limited by their imperfect technique. Before noticing how
Botany arose from incoordinated knowledge, let us glance at the mod-
ern divisions of the subject.

First, we have the morphological or structural side, including
the study of tissues (Histology) and of cells (Cytology). These
naturally, through Comparative Morphology, lead to Taxonomy or
Classification. Such departments received attention at an early
period. Physiology or study of function developed rather late in
the progress of the science. This was associated with the application
of the experimental method and with the improvement of the com-
pound microscope. Field studies received a great impetus through
the development of a comparatively new science, Ecology, the study
of plants, singly or in communities, in their normal environment. Plant
Geography, related with the preceding, has important economic appli-
cations. Aetiology, or the scrutiny of origins, includes the subject
popularly known as Organic Evolution. It has to do with the origin
of groups of plants (Phylogeny), and it is thus connected with Palae-
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school of English herbalists, of whom I can mention only Turner,
Gerard, and Parkinson.

William Turner, known as “the Father of English Botany”, was
born in the reign of Henry VIII, and died in 1568. His herbal
“marks the beginning of the science of Botany in England,” and is
the only original work on Botany written by an Englishman in the
sixteenth century. The plates are exceedingly good. As usual, a
number were copied from Fuchs; a few were drawn and engraved
for the author. Gerard’s monumental work (1597), although mainly
a compilation, is perhaps the most famous English herbal. Woritten in
“matchless Elizabethan English” and adorned with wood-cuts, it
contains the first representation of the potato, here called the “Vir-
ginian potato.” This cut is said to hae been prepared especially for
Gerard. Horticulturists may be interested to know that Gerard had
a fine garden in what is now Holborn, London. It is possible that
Sir Walter Raleigh, who was a collector of rare plants, presented
specimens to Gerard for this garden.

Fic. s.

An Elizabethan garden in summer.
From the “Hortus Floridus,” 1614.

John Parkinson was the last of the great English herbalists. His
famous “Paradisi in Sole Paradisus Terrestris” (1629), was not
exactly a herbal, but a gardening book. In this large tolio, we find
plans for a garden labyrinth, splendid cuts of flowers and kitchen-
garden plants, with the usual descriptions and uses of each. The
third part of the book is devoted to the orchard.  Different sorts
of gooseberries, ““ raspis berries,” ‘“ currans, red, white and black,”
apples, peaches, and ““ apricockes ” are figured.

Of unequal scientific value, these old herbais are delightful to
peruse, if only from the antiquarian point of view. They display
clearly an aspect of English life that we divine from references in
the Elizabethan dramatists.

We may make conclusions from the study of herbals, and what
little Botany is found outside them, as follows:---



