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Abstract
FRIIS, I. & M.W. CALLMANDER (2021). Isert and Thonning’s plants and Schumacher’s Beskrivelse af Guineiske Planter (1827) – A Danish legacy 
to the study of the West African flora. Candollea 76: 171 – 190. In English, English abstract. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15553/c2021v762a1

In the late 18 th century, the Danish government planned to establish plantations in Danish Guinea (now southeastern 
Ghana), and detailed botanical studies were initiated for this. Material of more than 600 species was collected, mostly 
preserved at C, with duplicates at B, BM, FI-W, G, G-DC, K, LE, M, P-JU and S. Duplicates were distributed and 
studied across Europe long before the publication of a treatment of the entire collection. Examples of research on 
duplicates at B, C, G and G-DC illustrate how the material was sometimes described under different names during 
this period, as when Augustin-Pyramus de Candolle in Geneva took up Thonning’s intended generic name Tricliceras 
Thonn. ex DC. for a new genus, while Schumacher in Copenhagen named the same genus Wormskioldia Schumach. & 
Thonn. This example also illustrates the contacts between Danish botanists and Candolle in Geneva, both directly and 
via Marc Nicolas Puerari. A manuscript dealing with the entire Guinean collection was ready by 1819, but only published 
when the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters took responsibility for it. Archival studies document that, on 
30 June 1826, the Academy decided to publish Beskrivelse but not when and how a preprint became available. In a range 
of libraries in Europe and USA there are copies of this preprint entitled Beskrivelse af Guineiske Planter and the year of 
publication given as “1827 ”, while in the regular series of the Academy’s publications the first 228 pages of Beskrivelse 
appeared in 1828 and the remaining 236 in 1829. The International Code of Nomenclature for Algae, Fungi and Plants 
stipulates that the priority of all new names published in a work must be counted from the year indicated as the year of 
publication on the work itself, unless this can be documented to be wrong, so 1827 must stand as the year of publication. 
Soon after that, Beskrivelse became an important source of information on West African plants.
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Introduction
The Danish-titled work Beskrivelse af Guineiske Planter 
[Description of Guinean Plants] (Schumacher, 1827, 1828, 
1829), in the following referred to as Beskrivelse, was based 
on botanical collections and observations made in Guinea in 
West Africa in the late 18 th century and the first years of the 
19 th century. This paper focuses on the significance of Beskrivelse 
in early West African botany, the reasons behind the long delay 
before final publication, the relations between the Danish bota-
nists involved in the writing and publication of Beskrivelse and 
botanists elsewhere in Europe, and the consequences these had 
on the priority of the names involved. A complicating factor is 
that Beskrivelse, when finally published, appeared over a period 
of three years, first as a preprint dated 1827 and then next as 
publications in two parts in subsequent volumes of the scien-
tific journal of the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and 
Letters, in 1828 and 1829 respectively. 

Introductory reviews in this paper explain the background 
of the interest of the Danish governement in the flora of 
Guinea at the turn of the 18 th century, the efforts dedicated 
to that work and the scientists that played an important role 
in this regard. Following that, specific emphasis is given to 
two subjects that have not been studied by earlier researchers, 
including Junghans (1961, 1962) and Hepper (1976): (1) the 
history of the delayed publication of Beskrivelse, and (2) the 
relations between the botanists in Copenhagen and Augustin-
Pyramus de Candolle (1788 – 1841) in Geneva, directly and 
through the intermediary Marc Nicolas Puerari (1766 – 1845), 
student of Martin Vahl (1749 – 1804), originally from Geneva, 
but living in Denmark from 1794 to 1822. We examine the case 
of the genus Tricliceras as an example of how the material from 
Danish Guinea was studied.

The first author has produced a longer and more detailed 
paper in Danish, which focuses on the Danish cultural back-
ground for the activities in Guinea and after. This contribu-
tion is specifically addressed to the Danish audience in the 
humanities (Friis, in press).

Danish West African botanical studies
The early botanical exploration in West Africa
The early botanical exploration in West Africa was seriously 
hampered by the many tropical diseases that hit and often killed 
the explorers, as pointed out in the introduction to Beskrivelse 
by Schumacher (1827). The following review of early field 
work on the West African flora is based on Brown (1818), 
Nees von Esenbeck (1825), Schumacher (1827), Keay (1962), 
Hepper (1976, 1991) and Sebsebe Demissew et al. (2017). The 
first scientific botanical studies in western tropical Africa were 
undertaken by French naturalists, with the journey of Michel 
Adanson (1727 – 1806) in Senegal between 1749 and 1754 as the 
pioneering effort, followed by the work of Ambroise Marie 

François Joseph Palisot de Beauvois (1752 – 1820) in Oware 
and Benin (the former now belonging to Nigeria) in 1790. The 
British Duchess of Portland dispatched Henry Smeathman to 
Sierra Leone to help settling released slaves, but Smeathman’s 
expedition should also collect objects of natural history, and this 
activity was supported by Sir Joseph Banks and other members 
of the Royal Society; the whole expedition lasting from 1771 
to 1775. In 1780, under the order of Sir Joseph Banks, William 
Brass travelled on behalf of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew 
to areas around the British fort on the Cape Coast in present 
Ghana. The Swedish botanist Adam Afzelius was sent on 
two explorative journeys to Sierra Leone by the British Sierra 
Leone Company between 1792 and 1796.

Although the Dutch and the Portuguese were present in 
West Africa with perhaps more forts than any other European 
nation, there is no record of early Dutch or Portuguese work on 
botany from that part of Africa. The Danish collections were 
made rather early, between 1783 and 1803, and were relatively 
numerous, approximately 2000 preserved plants, representing 
c. 610 species (Hepper, 1976: 9 – 10). A few years later, in 1816, 
the Norwegian botanist Christen Smith travelled with the ill-
fated expedition of James Hingston Tuckey along the Congo 
River; many of the members of the expedition died, including 
Smith and Tuckey. In 1822, on his way to Brazil, the Scottish 
botanist George Don visited areas in Gambia and Guinea. 
British explorers of the inlands of West Africa collected only 
few plants, as was the case with the Scottish Mungo Park 
(1771 – 1806; first journey in the area of the Niger River in 
1795 – 1797, the second in 1805 – 1806 to the same area, a journey 
that became fatal), the English Dixon Denham (1786 – 1828) 
and the Scottish Hugh Clapperton (1788 – 1827), who both 
travelled widely in the inland of West Africa in 1822 – 1825. 
Later, the Swiss-French Georges Guerrard-Samuel Perrottet 
(1791 – 1870) and the French François Mathias René Leprieur 
(1799 – 1870) visited Senegal and Gambia in 1824 – 1829, and 
the also French Jean-Pierre Heudelot (1803 – 1837) worked in 
Senegal in 1825 – 1831. On an ill-fated British expedition to 
the Niger River in 1841, more than half of its members died 
because of diseases; the botanist of this expedition, Theodor 
Vogel, visited the Danish forts and attempted to build on the 
Danish knowledge and institutions, as will be mentioned in 
the section “Early appreciation of Beskrivelse…” at the end 
of this paper. It is in this period of early botanical investiga-
tions in West Africa that the Danish exploration in 1783 – 1803 
acquire relevance with its more than 2000 preserved plants and 
c. 610 species, upon which many new genera and species were 
described. When it has been possible to establish the number 
of collections made by previous collectors in West Africa, we 
have seen that the number of specimens was usually less than 
1000, and they rarely represented more than 600 species. 

The Danish coastal forts, from which the Danish govern-
ment employees set out on their field trips along the coast 
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or inland, were all in what is now south-eastern Ghana and 
corresponded to, from west to east (Hepper, 1976: Map 1 – 2; 
Hopkins, 1999: 373): Christiansborg (by Osu near Accra, now 
Osu Castle; Fig. 1), Fredensborg (by Ningo, about 75 km east 
of Accra), Kongensten (by Ada, west of the estuary of the 
Volta River) and Prinsensten (between the Keta Lagoon and 
the sea). Christiansborg was the seat of the governor of Danish 
Guinea. However, the Danish observations were also made 
further to the east, in areas now divided between three West 
African states, Ghana and the small states of Togo and Benin 
(formerly Dahomey). 

Danish botanical studies to prepare for abolition  
of the slave trade
Paul Isert (1756 – 1789), the first who collected plants in Danish 
Guinea, was originally German, born in Brandenburg and 
trained as a surgeon in Berlin. In 1783, he took up a posi-
tion in Danish Guinea and arrived at Fort Christiansborg. 
He made a trip to the Slave Coast (now part of Togo and 
Benin), where there were Danish trading lodges in Little Popo 
(now Anecho) in Togo and in Widah (now Ouida) in Benin. 
In October 1786, he left Guinea aboard a Danish slave ship, 
heading for the West Indies. During a revolt on board, he was 
seriously wounded, but the revolt was overpowered, and via 
the West Indies he reached Copenhagen. Because of these 
events, Isert became deeply repulsed by the slave trade and 
fostered ideas about establishing Danish plantations on the 
Gold Coast, from which tropical products such as sugar, coffee 
and cocoa could be exported directly to Europe, which would 
make the West Indian plantations and the transatlantic slave 
trade obsolete. Together with the Danish Minister of Finance, 
E.H. Schimmelmann, he developed these ideas into a plan 
that was royally approved in 1788. The same year, he sailed back 
to Guinea to inaugurate the first plantation, Frederiksnopel in 
the Aquapim Mountains (north of Accra). But he died only a 
month later (Isert, 1790; Winsness, 1992).

The next and far more significant plant collector in Danish 
Guinea was Peter Thonning (1775 – 1848; Fig. 2A). Son of a 
Danish surgeon, Thonning followed the teaching at the Surgi-
cal Academy in Copenhagen and Martin Vahl’s lectures at the 
Natural History Society. Thonning met Heinrich Christian 
Friedrich Schumacher (1757 – 1830; Fig. 2B) at the Surgical 
Academy as a teacher of anatomy and at Naturhistorieselskabet 
[The Natural History Society] as a teacher in mineralogy and 
botany, and the two developed a professional and personal 
friendship (Hopkins, 1999: 383).

Carrying on from Isert and Schimmelmann’s plans, a Royal 
Danish order regarding the abolition of the slave trade was 
issued in 1792, to be fully implemented during the following 
ten years. To study the possibilities for plantations and by order 
of the Danish government, Thonning was sent out to Guinea 
from 1799 to 1803. Thanks to his liberal instructions, written by 

the natural history-knowledgeable General Customs Deputy 
Niels Tønder Lund (1749 – 1809), Thonning was able to make 
detailed studies of the flora (Hopkins, 1999: 380, 385 – 392; 
2013), and when he returned to Denmark, he brought with 
him large plant collections and botanical observations in the 
form of manuscripts. 

Returned from Guinea in 1803, Thonning became involved 
in building and reconstructing the Danish Royal natural history 
collections (Hopkins, 1996: 150) and, together with his botany 
teacher, Martin Vahl, he began to work on his West African 
collections. Parts of Thonning’s material and observations were 
included in the first two volumes of Vahl’s work Enumeratio 
plantarum (Vahl, 1804 – 1805), the second volume poshumously 
published by Tønder Lund and others, and Vahl (1810; post-
humously published by Tønder Lund) named a remarkable new 
genus of chlorophyll-less parasitic plants after Thonning, who 
had collected it in the forests of Aquapim, calling it Thonningia 
Vahl, with its type species, T. sanguinea Vahl (Balanophoraceae).

Thonning’s own set of his Guinean collections was 
destroyed by the British bombing of Copenhagen in 1807, 
but he had previously given numerous duplicates to teach-
ers and friends. Figure 3 shows an example of a Thonning 
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Fig. 1. – The Danish Fort Christiansborg at Osu near Accra.  
A. View from south west. B. View from north east.
[Engravings by Michael Rössler, published in Römer (1760)].
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duplicate given to Jens Wilken Hornemann (1770 – 1841) for 
his herbarium and now kept at C. In 1811, Thonning became 
secretary of the General Customs Chamber, under which the 
Danish colonial administration belonged, and when in 1816, 
after the Napoleonic Wars, there was a major reorganisation 
of the Danish administration of trade, customs and colonies, 
Thonning continued working at the reorganised institu-
tion. Here he remained as a high-ranking civil servant and 
administrator until his retirement in 1840, elaborating plans to 
improve the economy of Danish Guinea. However, the plans 
attracted little interest, and virtually none of Thonning’s ideas 
on how to develop Guinea were undertaken (Hopkins, 2009, 
2013). Finally, after the Danish transition to democratic rule 
in 1848, it was quickly decided to end Danish involvements in 
Guinea, and, in 1850, the forts were handed over to the British 
government. After the British takeover, the area developed the 
world’s most important cocoa export and a significant produc-
tion of palm oil and cola nuts from plantations, as had been in 
Thonning’s plans (Hopkins, 1999, 2009, 2013). 

Thonning remained deeply interested in natural history 
and, during the period 1829 – 1848, he was member of the board 
of the Royal Danish Museum of Natural History, a museum 

that took over the collections from Naturhistorieselskabet and 
later became part of today’s Statens Naturhistoriske Museum 
[Natural History Museum of Denmark] in Copenhagen. 

The importance of the Danish Guinean collections  
in the early knowledge of the West African flora
Beskrivelse presented for the first time an important part of 
the flora of Guinea. Its significance as a pioneering work has 
been emphasised, for example by Ascherson (1879): “einer der 
wertvollsten Beiträge zur Kenntnis der damals noch fast uner-
forschten Flora des tropischen Afrika” [one of the most valu-
able contributions to the knowledge of the then almost unex-
plored flora of tropical Africa], and by Keay (1962: 58): “The 
very important Beskrivelse af Guineiske Planter, which described 
over 300 new and 200 previously known species.” Hepper 
(1976: 10) further established that 474 new species names were 
proposed on the Danish Guinean collections, 203 epithets of 
these names being still in use. A count using both APD (2020) 
and IPNI (2020) has resulted in 367 new names recorded as 
published in Beskrivelse: 19 genera, 346 species and 2 varieties. 
Among the twelve new genera proposed in Beskrivelse, two are 
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Fig. 2. – A. Portrait of Peter Thonning; B. Portrait of Heinrich Christian Friedrich Schumacher. 
[A: lithograph by Emil Bærentzen & Co., Copenhagen, after an oil painting dated 1841 by E. Bærentzen, in private possession;  
B: lithograph by Moses Mendel, Copenhagen, after an undated oil painting at Rigshospitalet [Danish National Hospital], Copenhagen,  
possibly by Christian Horneman] [© Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen]
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still in use, i.e. Benzonia Schumach. (Rubiaceae) and Deinbollia 
Schumach. (Sapindaceae). 

Most species observed in Guinea, both the new ones 
and those already named, were described in a manuscript by 
Thonning, partly drafted in the field. During his subsequent 
work on the collections, Schumacher supplied additional 
names, amended the diagnoses and descriptions and added 
taxonomic notes, mostly with carefully attributed authorship 
to each paragraph by concluding with “Th.” or “S.” The title 
page of Beskrivelse indicates only Schumacher as the author, 
but the current attribution of new names to Schumacher or 
Thonning, or of joint authorship, is based on the initials “Th.” 
or “S.” in Beskrivelse (Hepper, 1976: 11). The manuscript, which 
provided the numbers of Thonning’s collections, cannot now 
be found at the Natural History Museum of Denmark but was 
used by Junghans (1961, 1962) and Hepper (1976).

Schumacher becomes first author of Beskrivelse,  
finishing the manuscript before 1819
Heinrich Christian Friedrich Schumacher had an interest in 
anatomy and natural history from his childhood and early 
years in Glückstadt, Holstein. In 1777 he moved to Copenha-
gen to study at the Surgical Academy. The following year, he 
became a “ prosector” (an assistant to the professor at anatomi-
cal dissections) at the University of Copenhagen and gradu-
ated from the Surgical Academy in 1779. He wrote a flora 
for a region of the Danish island of Sjælland (Schumacher, 
1801 – 1803) and was a pioneer in the exploration of Danish 
fungi, producing approximately 400 watercolors of fungi for 
the work Flora Danica. He became professor of anatomy at the 
University of Copenhagen in 1819 (Snorrason & Norrie, 
1983).

We do not know exactly when Thonning gave up the idea 
of a scientific career and handed over his botanical manuscripts 
to Schumacher for editing and publication, but it must have 
been between the loss of his collections in 1807 and the time 
when he became deeply involved in colonial administration, 
which was in 1811 or possibly as late as 1816 (Hopkins, 2009: 
785 – 788). We do not know either when Schumacher final-
ised the manuscript for Beskrivelse, but in 1818, Hornemann 
(professor of botany at the University of Copenhagen from 
1808 and director of the university Botanic Garden from 1817) 
mentioned the work in a letter to Candolle dated 27 December 
1818, and stated: “Mons[ieur] Schumacher s’occupe à présent 
de publier la description des plantes que Mons[ieur] Thonning, 
actuellement Conseiller de Justice, a trouvé en Guinée. Je ne 
doute qu’il se trouve parmi ceux beaucoup de celle que le 
Profess[eur] Smith trouvait au bord de la rivière Zaïre, que 
vous connaissez peut-être déjà. Mons[ieur] Brown en a publié 
un aperçu après les ordres naturelles dans le journal du Capt. 
Toukay et de Mons[ieur] Smith. [Mr. Schumacher is currently 
occupied with the publication of the description of the plants 

that Mr. Thonning, currently councilor of justice, has found in 
Guinea. I have no doubt that many of them have already been 
found by Prof. Smith on the bank of the river Zaire, which 
you will probably already know. Mr. Brown has published a 
review of those in the order of the natural classification in the 
journal of Captain Tuckey and Mr. Smith.]” (Hornemann 
1809 – 1838). 

In the following year, 1819, Hornemann used Isert’s and 
Thonning’s collections and Thonning’s and Schumacher’s 
unpublished manuscripts in a paper for the annual program 
of the University of Copenhagen (Hornemann, 1819), stating 
that the work with the Guinean plants had been finished and 
was ready to be printed, but it could not be published due to 
the lack of a publisher. In this long Latin paper from 1819 
on plant geography, Hornemann commented on the species 
from Isert’s and Thonning’s Guinean collections, and gave a 
plant-geographical characterization of the region in relation to 
what was otherwise known about West Africa, including the 
information from the river Zaire (Congo) from Hornemann’s 
Norwegian student, Christen Smith. Smith’s material was 
with Sir Joseph Banks in London, not in Copenhagen, but the 
British botanist Robert Brown had identified it and produced 
a geographical analysis (Brown, 1818). Hornemann (1819) 
bewailed that the Danish collections from Guinea had not 
been published and thus not available to Brown. Hornemann’s 
analyses from Guinea were later compiled with those of Brown 
by Nees von Esenbeck (1825: 167 – 336) in his translation into 
German of Brown’s botanical works.

However, four years later, and then together with Joakim 
Frederik Schouw (1789 – 1852, extraordinary professor of botany 
at the University of Copenhagen from 1821, later ordinary 
professor and director of the Botanic Garden), Hornemann 
again referred to the important unpublished botanical material 
from Guinea and expressed regret that no publisher had been 
found (Hornemann & Schouw, 1822). And yet again, this 
time two years later, Schouw (1824: 284 – 285) gave the same 
depressing message about regrettable delays in the publication 
of the Guinean material and studies.

Isert and Thonning’s plants
Distribution of the botanical collections from Danish Guinea
The collections from the Danish botanical activities in Guinea 
are now kept in a range of herbaria in Europe (Hepper, 1976: 
9 – 10). Hepper counted 1484 specimens in C, collected by 
Isert, Thonning and a few other Danes. Hepper also traced 
duplicates at B-W (71 sheets, collected by Isert and all given 
to Willdenow in 1799, before Thonning’s material came to 
C), BM (2 sheets), FI-W (66 sheets, given as duplicates from 
Vahl’s herbarium to P and transferred with Desfontaine’s 
collections to the Webb herbarium), G-DC (30 sheets, see 
below), K (2 sheets, one came as a duplicate from Candolle 
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in Geneva, another was a duplicate of the type material of 
Thonningia sanguinea sent from Copenhagen by F.M. Lieb-
mann), LE (8 sheets, the history of which has not yet been 
documented), M (3 sheets, all collected by Isert and dupli-
cated from Berlin), P-JU (172 sheets, these collections were 
not given directly by Thonning to Antoine Laurent de Jussieu 
(1748 – 1836), but were, as some of the collections now in G 
and G-DC, duplicates from Vahl’s set, presumably sorted 
out by Tønder Lund; they are not labelled as collected by 
Thonning, but mostly marked “miss. Vahl 1804” or “e Guinea.”) 
and S (55 sheets, including sheets collected both by Isert and 
Thonning). The main set of Thonning’s plants was destroyed 
by the British bombing of Copenhagen in 1807, but his collec-
tions in C were reconstructed by combining the duplicates he 
had given to friends and colleagues in Copenhagen, particu-
larly Vahl, Schumacher, Hornemann and Johannes Colsmann 
(Schumacher, 1827, 1828; Hepper, 1976).

Hepper (1976: 9) suggested that a full history of how 
the Isert and Thonning duplicates came to be lodged at their 
present herbaria throughout Europe would be a study in itself. 
Reconstructing the full history of the duplicates is indeed 
complicated, as can be seen from the history of duplicates now 
in Geneva (G, G-DC), which is presented below. 

Candolle and the Puerari herbarium 
By far, the largest number of plants from Danish Guinea seem 
to have come to Geneva with Marc Nicolas Puerari in the 
1820s, and indeed they cover more than the 30 sheets listed by 
Hepper (1976). As mentioned below, other collections must 
have come earlier, but there are no exact counts. Puerari had 
fled from his home town of Geneva in 1794 in connection with 
revolutionary turmoil, settled in Copenhagen and obtained a 
position with Frédéric de Coninck, one of Denmark’s most 
important ship-owners with extensive overseas trade, who 
resided at the large Dronninggård estate north of Copenha-
gen. Like Thonning, Puerari attended the teaching of natural 
history by Martin Vahl at Naturhistorieselskabet, and was pro-
fessor of French language and literature at the University of 
Copenhagen from 1809 to 1822 (Høybye & Spang-Hanssen, 
1979). Puerari was in contact with Candolle. In a letter to Can-
dolle dated 2 March 1819, he mentions a number of botanical 
books to be sent to Geneva, specimens from Greenland, the 
West Indies, from Wallich in Calcutta, and “un assez grand 
nombre [de plantes] de Guinée (mais dont je ne puis disposer 
qu’avec la permission du donateur qui les a cueillies lui-même, 
c’est Mr. Thonning, élève de Vahl et un des éditeurs du second 
volume de l’Enumeratio plantarum de son illustre maître). 
[A large number of plants from Guinea (which I cannot send 
without the permission of the donor, who has collected them 
himself, he is Mr. Thonning, a student of Vahl’s and one of the 
editors of the second volume of the Enumeratio plantarum by 
his famous teacher)]” (Puerari, 1819). 

Returning to Geneva in 1822, Puerari brought with him 
his herbarium consisting of a total of c. 6000 specimens, partly 
his own collections, partly gifts from Danish friends. All this 
material was given to A.-P. de Candolle in 1824 (Candolle, 
1830). The Puerari herbarium was registered with standard 
abbreviations for the various sources of material: “DGd”, 
from the surroundings of Dronninggård, Frédéric de Con-
inck’s estate; “ex h. D. Gd.”, from the garden of Dronninggård; 
“H. V.”, “confrontée avec l’herbier du Vahl”, apparently mate-
rial compared with Martin Vahl’s herbarium in Copenhagen; 
“Wch”, “Wallich”, apparently duplicates of Indian and probably 
also Nepalese collections sent from the Danish surgeon Nath-
aniel Wallich (1786 – 1854, based in the Danish trading-post at 
Serampore north of Calcutta, later became superintendent of 
the botanical garden of Calcutta and finally compiled the large 
Wallich herbarium now at K); “H. Vahlium” apparently refers 
to duplicates from Vahl’s herbarium in Copenhagen, sorted out 
by Tønder Lund after Vahl had died in 1804 and a decision of 
disolving Naturhistorieselskabet was eventually made. On sheets 
at G and G-DC, the abbreviation “H. Puer. 1824” stands for 
“Herbarium Puerari 1824” (Candolle, 1830). Original Puerari 
sheets are of small format with label information written at 
the bottom of the verso. This was common practice among 
the Copenhagen botanists that had studied under Vahl. Some 
original sheets have been trimmed to show this information 
(Fig. 4).

Candolle named a new genus of Indian legumes after 
Puerari, Pueraria DC. (Candolle 1825a: 97) including 
P. tuberosa (Roxb. ex Willd.) DC. and P. wallichii DC. Two 
specimens of P. tuberosa are kept in G-DC [G00497894, 
G00497924], which were contributed by “M. Puerari, qui les 
avoit eus sous le même nom du jardin de Calcutta [who had 
received them under the same name from the Calcutta garden]” 
(Candolle, 1826a: 254). The second species, P. wallichii, was 
described based on a specimen now in G-DC [G00497853] 
collected in Nepal by Wallich, and according to Candolle 
(1826a: 254) “a été envoyée avec plusieurs autres plantes de 
ce pays par M. Wallich [it has been sent with several other 
plants from that country by Mr. Wallich]”. This collection was 
thus received directly from Wallich in May 1821 (Candolle, 
1830). A probable duplicate of a similar unnumbered Wallich 
collection from Nepal is deposited in C [C10012332]. Wal-
lich’s career has been studied by Krieger (2017) and detailed 
information about the relation between Wallich and Candolle, 
continuing long after Wallich went into British service, has 
been published by Candolle & Radcliffe Smith (1981).

Hepper (1976: 208) traced and listed c. 30 duplicates of 
collections made by Thonning in Candolle’s Prodromus her-
barium [G-DC] but we have to assume that much more are 
to be found and that some of them probably are also kept 
in the general herbarium (G); this might especially occur 
with the monocotyledons because they were not treated in 
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the Prodromus, and therefore, are preserved in G. Figure 4 
shows original material of Strychnos scandens Schumach. & 
Thonn. ( Ancylobothrys scandens (Schumach. & Thonn.) 
Pichon; Apocynaceae) in G [G00015118], with the annota-
tions “e Guinea / dedit cl.[arissimus] Thonning” and “Herb. 
Puerari 1824”. This plant was originally described in Beskrivelse 
(Schumacher 1827: 127) and collected by Thonning in the 
forests at Aquapim. Original material of the same species, pre-
served in C [C0004623], came from Hornemann’s herbarium 
(Fig. 3). The collection number 281 is not written on very many 
of the specimens, only recorded in the now lost manuscript, 
from which it was registered by Junghans (1961, 1962) and 
Hepper (1976). Hepper occasionally overlooked a specimen 
in G-DC, for example one of Momordica foetida Schumach. 
(Cucurbitaceae) [G00489866], which was given by Thonning 
to Puerari. Hepper (1976: 52) did however record a duplicate 
deposited at C [C10004194], which originated from Vahl’s 
herbarium and numbered 85 in Thonning’s manuscript.

Candolle and Hornemann;  
typification of Tricliceras pilosum
The connection between Candolle and the botanists in Copen-
hagen starts long before the arrival of the Puerari herbarium 
and was of long standing, as a noteworthy correspondence 
between Hornemann and Candolle testifies (21 letters; 
Hornemann, 1809 – 1838). In the first of these letters, dated 
7 April 1809, Hornemann reintroduces himself by mentioning 
how originally he had met Candolle in Paris, probably being 
introduced by Martin Vahl, who was also in Paris at that time. 
In a letter, dated 2 June 1838, Hornemann recollected how he 
and Niels Hofmann Bang, a Danish gentleman botanist, had 
met Candolle with René Desfontaines in Paris in 1799 (Fig. 5). 
This is the last preserved letter from Hornemann to Candolle, 
and they both died in 1841. By 1819, there had also been per-
sonal contact between J.F. Schouw and Candolle; in this line 
Christensen (1924 – 1926) recorded how Schouw spent the 
months of September and October of 1819 in Geneva, while 
he studied in the herbarium and library and discussed ideas 
about plant geography with Candolle. 

Hornemann (1829) was interested in Candolle’s treat-
ment of the Guinean plants and recorded in his review of 
Beskrivelse this about the Copenhagen-Geneva connection: 
“that Professor De Candolle [sic!], who by the Puerarian 
Herbarium has had occasion to examine many of Thonning’s 
discoveries, does not always have the same view as the present 
editor [Schumacher]; for example, De Candolle considers 
Indigofera ferruginea to be identical to Jacquin’s Indigofera 
hirsuta […]”. This statement can be traced in G-DC, but it 
seems that Hornemann here confused references to two differ-
ent Thonning collections of Indigofera L. (Fabaceae) in G-DC, 
both received from Thonning via Puerari, and cited in the 
Indigofera treatment of the second volume of the Prodromus 

(Candolle, 1825b): under the entry number 65 for “I. hirsuta 
(Linn., syst. Spec. 1062. non Jacq)” is cited the specimen 
“Thonning in herb. Puer.” (G-DC [G00497702]) (Candolle, 
1825b: 228) and under the entry number 86 for “I. pulchra 
(Willd. spec. 3 p. 1239)” is cited the specimen “I. ferruginea 
Thonn. In herb. Puer.” (G-DC [G00497610]) (Candolle, 
1825b: 230).

These early links between Copenhagen and Geneva are 
well exemplified by the establishment of the generic names 
Tricliceras Thonn. ex DC. in Geneva and Wormskioldia Schu-
mach. & Thonn. in Copenhagen (formerly in Candolle’s family 
Turneraceae, now Passifloraceae). ING indicates that Thonning 
is the authority of Wormskioldia, but normally the authority of 
a name proposed in Beskrivelse is attributed to the author that 
has contributed to the protologue of that name, and in the case 
of Wormskioldia both Thonning and Schumacher did. Here we 
follow this criterion, although Schumacher (1827: 166) stated 
the following words in Danish at the end of the protologue: 
“I have named this genus after Morten Wormskiold … known 
for his journeys in Greenland, the Kamchatka Peninsula and 
the Pacific.” 

In the treatment of the genus Raphanus L. (Brassicaceae) 
for his Systema Naturale, Candolle (1821: 662) trans-
ferred Raphanus pilosus Willd. (Willdenow, 1800: 562), 
a Guinean plant collected by Isert, to the genus Cleome L. 
(Cleomaceae) under the illegitimate name Cleome raphanoides 
DC. Hornemann (1819: 19) approximately suggested the 
same taxonomic position, which he referred to as Capparides, 
and stated that the plant represented a unique new genus with 
siliqua-like capsule with three valves, but he did not propose 
a name for it, probably because the note appeared in a phyto-
geographical context. In 1821, 3 years before he received the 
Puerari herbarium, Candolle had seen a collection with an 
immature fruit which convinced him that Willdenow’s name 
does indeed not belong to a Brassicaceae species. The exact 
identity of this specimen is not certain, but it may be one of 
the Isert collections mentioned below. Candolle had received 
collections from Hornemann as early as 1808 (100 collections) 
and 1813 (100 collections) (Candolle, 1830). The collections 
of 1813, mentioned by Candolle as “plantes étrangères [foreign 
plantes]”, most likely included collections from Guinea as a 
Hornemann letter dated 12 January 1811 notes “vous me ferrez 
un grand plaisir en faisant échanges avec moi; je pourrais vous 
donner quelques de la Guinée, des Antilles [you will give me 
great pleasure by making exchanges with me; I can give you 
some from Guinea, the Antilles]” (Hornemann, 1809 – 1838). 
In another letter dated 7 December 1821, Hornemann wrote 
“je vois dans le second volume de votre prestigieux Systema 
[…] que vous avez décrit quelques unes des plantes que j’avais 
l’honneur de vous envoyer de l’herbier Vahl et de mes propres 
collections. […] Comme les plantes de l’herbier de Vahl 
n’appartiennent pas à moi, je vous prie de me les renvoyer 
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Fig. 3. – Original material at C of Stychnos scandens Schumach. & Thonn. ( Ancylobotrys scandens (Schumach. & Thonn.) Pichon).
[Thonning s.n. [281], C] [C10004623; © Museum Botanicum Hauniense, University of Copenhagen]
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Fig. 4. – Original material at G of Stychnos scandens Schumach. & Thonn. ( Ancylobotrys scandens (Schumach. & Thonn.) Pichon).
[Thonning s.n. [281], G] [G00015118; Conservatoire et Jardin botaniques de Genève] 
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bientôt comme aussi les plantes de mon propre herbier [I see 
in the second volume of your prestigious Systema […] that you 
have described some of the plants that I had the honor to send 
you from Vahl’s herbarium and from my own collections. [...] 
As the plants of Vahl’s herbarium do not belong to me, please 
send them back to me soon, as also with the plants from my 
own herbarium]”. It is thus clear from this that Candolle was 
able to study collections from Guinea before 1824, but it is not 
always possible to conclude if such specimens that were sent 
on loan are now to be looked for at G, G-DC or at C. 

After studying Thonning’s collections received through 
Puerari, Candolle (1826b: 56) finally described Hornemann’s 
intended new genus and named it Tricliceras. This name fol-
lowed an annotation by Thonning on the verso of a sheet in 
G-DC [G00207149] collected by Thonning (see note below) 
but not mentioned in the manuscript of Beskrivelse ( Junghans, 
1962: 93); Thonning’s diagnosis of Tricliceras, which Schu-
macher used to characterise the genus Wormskioldia, is cited 
from the verso of the same sheet [G00207149] (Fig. 6). A col-
lection at G [G00341941] (Fig. 7) must have been made by 
Isert, as it was collected at the fortress of Ada [Kongensten] in 
1784, at a time when Isert was commander of the fortress, and 
15 years before Thonning arrived in Africa. A second specimen 
in G-DC [G00207172] (image available in the CHG, 2021) 
is also said to have been collected by Isert and did not come 
through Puerari; its origin is unknown, but it may possibly 
have come through Hornemann. Both Isert collections in 
Geneva are most likely duplicates of original material studied 
by Willdenow in Berlin but not traced by Hepper (1976: 126) 
in B-W (see above), and not discovered at Berlin since. The 
currently accepted name for the species is Tricliceras pilosum 
(Willd.) R. Fern. Original material of Wormskioldia heterophylla 
Schumach. & Thonn. (Schumacher, 1827: 165), collected by 
Thonning, is also extant at C [C10004721]. Thonning’s col-
lections of this plant were numbered 297, but the number 
only appeared in the lost manuscript, not on the specimens 
G00207149 or C10004721 (Fig. 8). A duplicate of either an 
Isert or a Thonning collection is also extant in P [P04766699] 
originating from Adrien de Jussieu herbarium although it is 
not recorded by Hepper (1976). 

ING (2021) records both Tricliceras [1826] and 
Wormskioldia [1827] as based on the same specimen, but does 
not specify on which or how. Tricliceras raphanoides (DC.) 
DC. ( Cleome raphanoides), the illegitimate type species of 
Tricliceras, is based ultimately on Raphanus pilosus, an Isert 
collection at B-W (Willdenow, 1800), while Schumacher 
(1827: 165) based the diagnosis of the only species in 
Wormskioldia on material collected by Thonning. However, by 
citing both Raphanus pilosus and Cleome raphanoides as syno-
nyms of Wormskioldia heterophylla, this latter name is illegiti-
mate for being superfluous as the type of W. heterophylla is thus 
the same as that of Raphanus pilosus (Turland et al. 2018: 

Art. 7.5 and 52), not the Thonning collection, as Lewis (1954: 
11) and Gilbert (2000: 72) have indicated. Likewise, the 
generic name Wormskioldia is illegitimate because it includes 
the type of the previous validly published name Tricliceras. The 
type specimen of Willdenow’s Raphanus pilosus has not been 
traced at B-W. Lewis’s (1954: 11) indication of the Thonning 
specimen at C as holotype of both Wormskioldia pilosa (Willd.) 
Schweinf. ex Urb. and W. heterophylla cannot be accepted as 
an implicit lectotypification. Fernandes (1975) did not typify 
Tricliceras pilosum when she proposed the new combination. 
This is done below:

Tricliceras pilosum (Willd.) R. Fern. in Bol. Soc. Brot., sér. 2, 
49: 23. 1975.

 Raphanus pilosus Willd., Sp. Pl. 3(1): 562. 1800.
Lectotypus (designated here): Ghana: “Ada” [Kon-
gensten], 1784, Isert s.n. (G [G00341941]!; isolecto-: 
G [G00207172]!). Holotypus: B-W†.

Notes. – The Isert collections at G [G00341941] (Fig. 7) 
and G-DC [G00207172] are considered duplicates of the now 
lost original material at B-W. The specimen in G [G00341941] 
has an annotation in an unknown hand “lecte Ada Guinea 
1784”, indicating that it was collected at Ada [Kongensten] 
16 years before Willdenow published the name and before 
Thonning came to Guinea; another annotation, almost cer-
tainly in Schumacher’s hand (compare Hepper, 1976: Plate 2c), 
“Wormskioldia heterophylla in Collectan. Pentandria trigyna.” 
“Collectan.[ea]” almost certainly refers to a preliminary title 
of one of the manuscript versions of Beskrivelse (see Hepper, 
1976: Plate 2 for other examples of references to “Collec-
tan.”). The final title in Danish for Beskrivelse was caused by 
the statutes of the Royal Danish Academy, requesting that 
its publications used Danish language (Lomholt, 1950, 
1962). The annotation “Cleome raphanoides DC.” has been 
added by Candolle. On the verso there is an annotation in 
what is probably Hornemann’s hand “est Pentandria trigyna 
teste Thonning”. The specimen in G-DC [G00207149] 
(image available from the CHG, 2021) bears on the verso 
(Fig. 6) the name “Tricliceras coronopifolia Thonning” in 
Thonning’s hand and Thonning’s generic diagnosis, which is 
identical with the one used in the protologue of the genus 
Wormskioldia in Beskrivelse; further annotations are “g.[enus] 
n.[ovum] 5ia trigynia habitu Cleomes” and “e Guinea dedit 
Inventor cl.[arissimus] Thonning”. The only old annotation on 
Thonning’s specimen at C [C10004721] (Fig. 8), which has at 
some point been kept in Vahl’s herbarium, states “Novum genus 
Pentandrium monogyna. Capsula trivalvis. Thonning a Guinea.”. 
This annotation is in Vahl’s hand and thus indicates that 
already in 1804, before Vahl died, he and Thonning were aware 
that the specimen represented a new genus. Instead of follow-
ing Thonning’s intended genus Tricliceras, which Candolle did, 
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Fig. 5. – Latest preserved letter from Jens Wilken Hornemann to Augustin-Pyramus de Candolle, dated 2 June 1838.
[Archives, Conservatoire et Jardin botaniques de Genève]
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Schumacher (1827: 166) preferred the name Wormskioldia in 
order to keep the sequence of new genera named after promi-
nent Norwegian and Danish botanists: Benzonia, Buelowia 
Schumach., Deinbollia, Lundia Schumach. [non DC.], Rathkea 
Schumach. and Sommerfeldtia Schumach. The annotations on 
G00341941 (Fig. 7) and G00207149 dealing with the nomen-
clatural changes are late; they are signed and dated “A. DC. 
[Alphonse Pyramus de Candolle] 1852”, and represent the 
sequence of proposed names associated with the species up 
to that year.

Publication of Beskrivelse
The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters  
decides to publish Beskrivelse
While there was intense activity with regard to the study on 
the species level of the Guinean plants both in Geneva and 
in Copenhagen, the large manuscript of Beskrivelse was still 
waiting for a publisher. It was not until 1826, when the Royal 
Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, after a vacancy of 
four years, appointed J.F. Schouw as the new editor of the 
Academy’s Skrifter [“Writings”, in the following referred to as 
Skrifter] that some progress was made with the publication of 
the Guinean plants. From that year we have the first and only 
mention of Schumacher and Thonning’s work in the Society’s 
minutes of meetings through a note by the Academy’s Sec-
retary, H.C. Ørsted from 30 June 1826: “3010. The Secretary 
proposed that Prof. Schouw should be elected Archivist [editor 
of the publications] […], receiving for this 200 Rix Dollars in 
salary. Accepted. [New paragraph.] (93v) 11 [corrected to 3011]. 

Proposal to include Schumacher’s Beskrivelse of Thonning’s 
Guinea Plants in the publications of the Academy. Accepted” 
(Videnskabernes Selskab, 1779 – 1982: Parcel 811889). The 
same day, one of the officials at the Academy drafted a note 
for its annual report about the decision to publish Beskrivelse, 
which was included in the Academy’s Oversigt … [“Review”] 
covering the time from 31 May 1825 to 31 May 1826 [sic! – not 
delaying the information about the decision to the Oversigt 
for the next year, although it dealt with a note from a meeting 
in June 1826, which was after the formal closing date of the 
report for the year 1825 – 1826] (Anonymous, 1826). The text 
about this decision in Oversigt is almost identical with part 
of Schumacher’s introduction to Beskrivelse. It seems that the 
original text must have been Schumacher’s for his introduction 
to Beskrivelse, but the wording in Oversigt is slightly modified, 
probably either by the secretary of the Academy, Ørsted, or by 
the Academy’s new editor, Schouw. 

It was a rule of the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences 
and Letters that papers published by the Academy should be 
formally presented in a session of the Academy (Lomholt, 
1950, 1962), but the archival studies have not revealed that such 
a formal presentation ever took place. Schumacher suffered 
from failing health and died in December 1830, just over one 
year after the second part of Beskrivelse appeared in the serial 
version. Schumacher’s portrait in Fig. 2B shows him in formal, 
but civil outfit, frock or tail coat and cravat, wearing the cross 
of the Royal order of Dannebrog, which he received in 1811, 
and the portrait is therefore probably from the long years while 
he was working on Beskrivelse.
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Fig. 6. – Annotations on the verso of the original material of Wormskioldia heterophylla Schumach. & Thonn. (= Tricliceras pilosum (Willd.) R. Fern.) 
at G-DC showing “Tricliceras coronopifolia Thonning” in Thonning’s hand.
[Thonning s.n. [297], G-DC] [G00207149; Conservatoire et Jardin botaniques de Genève]
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Preprints from the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences  
and Letters in the early 19 th century
The sheer size of Beskrivelse was apparently a serious problem 
for the Academy: in print, it would be almost twice as 
large as the annually published volumes of the Academy’s 
Naturvidenskabelige og Mathematiske Afhandlinger [Papers on 
Natural Sciences and Mathematics], a new series started in 
1819 on the initiative of H.C. Ørsted (Lomholt, 1950: 29 – 30), 
and no other paper published by the Academy during the first 
decades of the 19 th century was so large. A further complicat-
ing factor was that almost throughout the 19th century the 
publication of papers in Skrifter had to await completion of 
the entire yearly published volume before formal distribution 
(Lomholt, 1950: 103). One way by which the Academy could 
alleviate the long waiting time caused by this was to allow the 
distribution of preprints. Lomholt (1950: 137) wrote: “The 
question of actual preprints, that is earlier printed copies of the 
papers for the authors, was first mentioned in the Academy 
meeting on February 7, 1800.” The Academy decided: “that the 
authors of papers in the Academy’s Skrifter, who would wish 
to obtain preprints of their papers, may, when they request it, 
take from 20 to 30 impressions of them.” The history of the 
preprint of Beskrivelse (Fig. 9), to be published over two years 
later in Skrifter, represents a particularly complicated example 
of this problem.

Despite searches in the Academy’s archives for the rel-
evant period (Videnskabernes Selskab, 1779 – 1982) nothing 
further could be found about the printing of Beskrivelse. The 
publications of the Academy were, at the time when Beskrivelse 
was published, sold in commission through the still existing 
publishing house Gyldendal (mentioned by Petetin, 1829), 
but the archives from Gyldendal do not provide any informa-
tion regarding publication or sale of Beskrivelse (Gyldendals 
Boghandel, 1985). Neither the catalogue from the printer, 
Hartvig Friderich Popps Bogtrykkerie, provided any additional 
information (Anonymous, 1828). The Academy’s preprints 
were generally not intended for sale, but for distribution as 
gifts from the authors.

Keay (1962: 58) wrote that “the date of publication of this 
work [Beskrivelse] is a vexed question amongst botanists” with 
regard to the long overdue publication of Beskrivelse and the 
consequent problems with the priority of the names of the 
new species described therein. Another example of competi-
tion for priority between names published in Beskrivelse and 
other contemporary works exists in the genus Combretum 
Loefl. (Combretaceae). In March 1826, in the Linnean Society 
of London, George Don presented a manuscript with a 
taxonomic revision of all species in Combretum, with new 
species based largely on material collected in West Africa by 
Smeathman and Afzelius. Don’s manuscript was published in 
December 1827 (Don, 1827; Raphael, 1970) and included the 
new species C. smeathmannii G. Don. The same species was 

also described in Beskrivelse at an unspecific date in 1827 (see 
below) under the name C. mucronatum Schumach. & Thonn. 
Lawson (1871: 426) first synonymised C. smeathmannii with 
C. mucronatum, and this latter name is accordingly treated as 
having priority over the former (Turland et al., 2018: Art. 
11.5). This taxonomic view has therefore become established 
usage followed by all the successive flora treatments including 
Hepper (1976: 39). 

Beskrivelse in reviews, bibliographies and libraries;  
1827 is the accepted year of publication
Different interpretations of the publication process of 
Beskrivelse have been offered in reviews and bibliographies. 
The review by Hornemann (1829: 315 – 323) mentioned only 
the preprint from 1827 and it apparently accepted that the 
entire preprint was published at once and was to be dated from 
1827. A review from the same year by Petetin (1829: 137 – 138) 
again mentioned only the preprint as one comprehensive pub-
lication. Oken (1848: 93 – 142) reviewed all dissertations in the 
Academy’s scientific series from the 3 rd to the 6 th volume, and 
a preprint from 1827 was not mentioned there. Pritzel (1851: 
271) referenced only the preprint as published in 1827, but 
Erslew (1868: 115) began suggesting that the preprint had 
been issued in two parts, one dated 1827, and one undated. 
Warming (1880 – 1881: 87) seems to suggest that the preprint 
appeared in two parts, but both dated 1827. In the G library, 
there is a copy of the preprint dated 1827, originating from 
the Candolle library; in this volume there is a postcard sent 
from Kolderup Rosenvinge, librarian at the Botanical Museum 
in Copenhagen, to Eugène Autran, curator of Boissier’s her-
barium. This postcard comes from the book in Boissier’s library 
now at the University Library of Basel after the mergence of 
Boissier and Candolle’s libraries. On it, Kolderup suggested 
that the preprint not only was printed in two parts, but that 
the second part might have been printed as late as 1829 (or 
perhaps in 1828); however, finding such information in the 
literature was impossible for him. Christensen (1924 – 1926: 
116 – 117) did not mention this idea but recorded the entire pre-
print as published in 1827. In his later biographies of Thonning, 
Christensen (1942: 601; 1983: 509) dated only a postulated 
first part of the preprint from 1827 and gave no information 
regarding the publication of a second part.

Marshall (1953: 280) quoted the librarian at the Botani-
cal Museum in Copenhagen, by then probably Mogens Skytte 
Christiansen, for a confirmation that the entire preprint had 
been published in 1827. Steenis-Kruseman & Stearn (1954: 
CCXII) quoted via A.W. Exell that Carl Christensen in a 
letter written in 1936 had considered it highly improbable 
that the preprint was finished in 1827, being otherwise likely 
finished in 1829. Stafleu & Cowan (1985: 399) expressed 
doubts about the fact that the second part was pre-printed 
with the first one, but in the absence of evidence to the 
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Fig. 7. – Lectotypus of Raphanus pilosus Willd. ( Tricliceras pilosum (Willd.) R. Fern.) at G. 
[A. Recto, above; B. Verso, below]
[Isert s.n., G] [G00341941; Conservatoire et Jardin botaniques de Genève]
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B
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Fig. 8. – Original material of Wormskioldia heterophylla Schumach. & Thonn. (= Tricliceras pilosum (Willd.) R. Fern.) at C.
[Thonning s.n. [297], C] [C10004721; © Museum Botanicum Hauniense, University of Copenhagen] 
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contrary, these authors resolved that 1827 must be accepted as 
the year of publication. 

When the contents of the two versions, the preprint of 
1827 and the version in Skrifter from 1828 – 1829, are seen side 
by side, it appears that they are almost identical, apart from the 
pagination, the sheet signatures, a few lines rearranged on the 
first page of the 1829-part in relation to the preprint and the 
presence of an index to genera in the 1827 preprint. Also the 
title page of the preprint and the first page of the version in 
Skrifter are almost identical, but, as it can be seen on Fig. 9, the 
preprint bears at the bottom an indication in Danish stating 
that it was separately printed from the Royal Danish Academy 
of Sciences’ Skrifter in Copenhagen in 1827. 

It is hardly to determine from the typography which setup 
of the text is the original, the one in the preprint or that in 
Skrifter. It seems perfectly conceivable that the page-setting 
was completed for the entire preprint at once after which the 
page-setting was divided and provided with new pagination, 
sheet signatures and decorative border for the two volumes of 
Skrifter in 1828 and 1829. This would agree with the way in 
which the Academy had promised preprints for authors due 
to the long publication time of Skrifter (Lomholt, 1950: 137). 
In any case, the fact that no library appears to have printed 
material consisting merely of the first 228 or the last 236 pages 
of the preprint suggests that the preprint was distributed as 
an entity, whether this happened in 1827, in 1829, or at an 
intermediate time. 

Copies of the preprint, dated 1827, with 466 pages and 
index to the entire work, are found in a number of institu-
tions in Europe and the United States: Arnold Arboretum 
Library in Cambridge, Bibliothèque centrale of the Musée 
national d’Histoire naturelle in Paris, Conservatoire et Jardin 
botaniques in Geneva, Library of the University of Illinois in 
Champaign [available at https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/
item/109358], Natural History Museum in London, Royal 
Botanic Gardens in Kew, Royal Library of Denmark [available 
at http://www5.kb.dk/e-mat/dod/130016912175.pdf ] and the 
library of Statens Naturhistoriske Museum [the Natural History 
Museum of Denmark]. 

According to the ICN “the date of effective publication 
of new plant names is the date on which the printed matter 
or electronic material became available” (Turland et al., 
2018: Art. 31.1). As it has not been possible in the Academy’s 
archives to find documentation of a date on which the preprint 
became available, and the many complete copies preserved in 
scientific libraries indicate that the preprint was distributed as 
one publication (which would definitely also make the most 
sense), we are left with a number of questions about the earli-
est distribution of the text. Also according to ICN, the date 
or year of publication indicated in a printed work with new 
species must be accepted as correct, unless there is evidence to 
the contrary (Turland et al., 2018: Art. 31.1), and distributed 

preprints of articles in journals are accepted as representing 
valid publications (Turland et al., 2018: Art. 31.1, ex. 2). And 
finally, when separates from periodicals are issued in advance, 
the date on the separate is accepted as the date of effec-
tive publication unless there is evidence that it is erroneous 
(Turland et al., 2018: Art. 31.3). The year 1827 has therefore 
to be accepted as the year of publication of the entire preprint, 
which will also serve nomenclatural stability best.

Early appreciation of Beskrivelse in Hooker’s  
Niger Flora in 1849
A small aftermath at a meeting of the Royal Danish Academy 
of Sciences and Letters in the spring of 1841 shows the respect 
that Schumacher and Thonning’s work already enjoyed at that 
time. The hand-written minutes of the Academy’s meeting 
report on 26 March 1841 concerning a decision to donate two 
volumes of Skrifter to a British expedition to Africa: “5074. 
Prof. Schouw petitioned that he, as announced, should send 
a copy of the two volumes of Skrifter with the deceased Prof. 
Schumacher’s treatise on the plants on the coast of Guinea 
to the English Guinea Expedition, and demanded for this 
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Fig. 9. – Title page of the 1827 preprint of Beskrivelse af Guineiske 
Planter.
[Bibliothèque, Conservatoire et Jardin botaniques de Genève]

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Candollea on 27 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/109358
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/109358
http://www5.kb.dk/e-mat/dod/130016912175.pdf


the Academy’s Approbation. Approved” (Videnskabernes 
Selskab, 1779 – 1982: Parcel 811889). 

The “English Guinea Expedition” is “The Niger Expedi-
tion of 1841”, whose official purpose was to eradicate internal 
slave trade along the Niger River in West Africa. Though 
formally coordinated by a private British organisation, “The 
Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the 
Civilization of Africa,” the expedition had the support of 
both Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel, and the president of 
“The Society”, Prince Albert. The expedition included three 
steamships, which were sent up the Niger River, but approxi-
mately a third of the expedition’s European participants 
had died before the ships reached Lokoja, where the rivers 
Niger and Benue meet. The expedition turned around and 
went back to England. The botanist of the expedition, the 
German Theodor Vogel, for whom the copy of Beskrivelse 
was intended, died during the return journey on the island 
of Fernando Po (now Bioko) in the Gulf of Guinea, when 
he was only 29 years old. Not surprising that Schumacher 
had written in the introduction to Beskrivelse (Schumacher, 
1827: 6) that “an unfortunate fate seems to haunt those who 
dare to visit tropical Africa”. The Society handed over Vogel’s 
botanical collections to the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, 
where the work of publishing the results was entrusted to the 
director of the Gardens, William Jackson Hooker, who in 
1849 published the next important work on the West African 
flora, the Niger Flora (Hooker, 1849), with the help of the 
two younger British botanists, George Bentham and Joseph 
Dalton Hooker, W.J. Hooker’s son.

We do not know if Thonning was aware about this interest 
in his work from England, but as a member of the board of the 
Royal Danish Museum of Natural History, he was probably 
well-informed. He did not live to see the praise of Beskrivelse 
in Hooker’s Niger Flora in 1849, nor did he experience the 
frequent mention of his collections and observations in the 
Flora of Tropical Africa, which appeared in many volumes 
from 1868 until 1919 (Stafleu & Cowan, 1981: 821 – 828), 
but his reputation as a botanist was assured after Beskrivelse’s 
publication. Thonning’s portrait in Fig. 2A shows him in this 
phase of his life. Having retired from his office as head of the 
colonial office, he was still wearing the imposing uniform of 
a high-ranking Danish civil servant, but in a more relaxed, 
unbuttoned manner than Schumacher’s formal outfit.
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