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Gods, plants and books

Flora
► Roman goddess of flowers and 
of the season of spring
► The plants of a particular region, 
considered as a whole
► A work systematically describing 
the plants of a region



François Crépin (1830-1903)
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• A self-taught Belgian botanist who 
becomes director of the State Botanic 
Garden in Brussels (1876-1901).

• 1860: Manuel de la Flore de Belgique, 
inspired by Flore des environs de Paris
(Cosson & Germain). It’s an immediate 
success!

• From 1862: leading figure in the Société 
royale de Botanique de Belgique.

• His research is increasingly dominated 
by the – never finished – project of a 
world monograph of the genus Rosa.

• His herbarium of roses (over 40,000 
collections) is preserved at Meise Botanic 
Garden.



Gaston Bonnier (1853-1922)
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• A French botanist and plant ecologist, 
professor botany at Sorbonne.
• Publishes a wide range of scientific and 
educational books and papers, including 
several floras:

– 1887: Nouvelle Flore… des environs de Paris
– 1887: Nouvelle Flore du Nord de la France 
et de la Belgique
– 1888: Petite Flore des Ecoles
– 1894: Tableaux synoptiques des plantes
vasculaires de la flore de France
– 1909: Les noms des fleurs
– 1912-1935: Flore complete illustrée en
couleurs de France, Suisse et Belgique

• His floras, very much outdated, are still in 
print in the 21st century !



Hendrik Heukels (1854-1936)
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• A Dutchman with a career in teaching: pupils 
and teachers need good tools:

– 1883: Schoolflora voor Nederland, 
adapted from O. Wünsche’s Schulflora.
– 1891: Kennis der natuur (for teachers).

• Schoolflora is the first in a series of titles and 
editions that survives into the 21st century as 
Heukels’ Flora van Nederland.

• Other activities include:
– Stimulating the study of the distribution 
of the wild flora.
– 1907: Woordenboek der Nederlandsche
volksnamen van planten.



Towards the end of the 1870s
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• Three different backgrounds in terms of schooling.

• Three botanists with a passion for the flora of their 
countries, Belgium, France and the Netherlands 
respectively.

• Crépin published a national flora at age 30; Bonnier and 
Heukels will follow at age 34 and 29 respectively.

• The three careers so far followed separate trajectories, 
but that will change in future years. The trigger? Politics, 
in part at least...
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1878-1884: a liberal government led by Frère-
Orban, with Pierre Van Humbeeck as minister of 
public education.
The 1879 Education Act secularizes primary 
education. A bitter school war ensues in which 
secularism is pitted against clericalism.

Cartoon: “Truth: Light, Science and Reason” vs. 
“Lies: Darkness, Ignorance and Superstition”.

National elections 1878: catholic defeat, liberal victory

Frère-Orban

Van Humbeeck
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Botany: science in the classroom and outdoors

• Field botany is a popular 
leisure activity in the 3rd

quarter of the 19th century

• Botany is a low-threshold 
science

• Plants are everywhere !

• Practical organization: 
observation and the use of 
identification keys

The new orientation of the school curriculum (primary education) 
requires the availability of floras for both pupils and teachers.

Authors of floras see opportunities for increased sales.
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Publication year first edition of 'Belgian' analytic floras

The 1880s: a plethora of Belgian floras

Alfred Cogniaux produces two complementary floras:
• For teachers: Petite Flore de Belgique à l’usage des écoles (1883)
• For the pupils: Abrégé de la petite flore de Belgique destine aux élèves des 
écoles primaires et moyennes (1884)

Decade
1881-90



Manuel de la 
Flore de Belgique

Manuel, 5th edition

Nouvelle Flore … des environs de Paris
+ NF … Nord de la France et Belgique
+ NF … Belgique et Nord de la France

Schoolflora voor Nederland (1883)
+ Schoolflora voor Noord-België (1884)

François Crépin
°1830                                  1860                          1884                 †1903

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

Gaston Bonnier
°1853                                        1887                                        †1922

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

Hendrik Heukels
°1854                            (1883-) 1884                                                          †1936

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll
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1879: Education Act
Liberal government Frère-Orban
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Crépin’s Manual, fifth edition

The fifth edition, in print 
until around 1930, exists 
with numerous variants.
• Dating is quite messy!
• Published by Mayolez, 
later Ch. and H. Desoer
• Differences between 
cover and title page
• Fictitious indication of 
edition numbers

The fourth edition (1882) differs but little from the third edition of 1874.
The fifth edition (1884) is more classroom-oriented:
• Illustrations are introduced
• Dutch plant names are added

(previously only ‘Latin’ and French names)
• The price has been reduced

However, with the exception of the title page and onetime minor corrections, 
the text remains unchanged.
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Edition 5, version printed in 1884 Edition 5, second version, ca. 1916 (?)

Edition “10”, published by H. Desoer

Sic !
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A French-Belgian territorial skirmish

1887: Announcement of a 
forthcoming flora in the 
pages of the newly published 
Nouvelle Flore… des plantes
de la Région parisienne…

Crépin is not amused.
In two anonymous 
pamphlets he reacts 
against the intruder. (*)
In the new flora, Bonnier refers 
to the Manuel as a major source 
of information.

(*) See for details on this skirmish Natura 
Mosana, NS 70 (2): 1-14 (2017).
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Hendrik Heukels comes to Flanders: total failure

1884: second edition of Schoolflora voor Nederland.
Before long, this is followed by Schoolflora voor Noord-België, an adaptation 
of Schoolflora voor Nederland.

In the latter flora changes have been restricted to the minimum:
• 3 families, 7 genera and 47 species have been added;
• 1 genus and 24 species have been deleted.

No reference to the Manuel… No known reaction by Crépin…
Today, the ‘Belgian’ edition is rare. It apparently sold very poorly and was 
never reprinted.
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Added
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Postscript – The printers’ code in French books

Thank you for your attention.
Questions?

Who knows more about these codes used by French printers?
Thanks for helping me with this!

֎֎֎
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