Baudin and the Bees
Preface
Installation art can interpret information in a way which makes it more accessible to
contemporary society; it can be revelatory in the sense that it provides visual access to
ideas and concepts that may not be apparent in dry historical texts. While the focus of
my research has been triggered by the renewed interest in Recherche Bay and the “French
Garden” and I do not have any work installed at Port Arthur for the current exhibition I
do use the medium of installation to talk about the early French explorers, their collection
of Australian flora and its subsequent impact on French culture. Perhaps one can draw
some parallels between this transplanting of flora from the Pacific to Europe and the
forced emigration of our early settlers which is symbolised by the penal colony, Port
Arthur.

Figure 1 Swarm, screen and digital print, paper, acetate, MDF. 2007

Figure 2 Vector, Screen and digital print, paper, etched perspex, MDF. 2007

This paper presents an overview of the research which underlies this work.

The Penal settlement known as Port Arthur may never have existed except for the efforts
of two Frenchmen separated in time and space by almost 50 years and 16,000 kilometres.
One, born into wealth and privilege in Dijon in 1709, was to write a book which, as Tom
Ryan says, marked, ‘…a fundamental change in Western thinking about the human
inhabitants of the South Seas…’1
The other, born in Cerilly in 1775, the son of a harness maker, was to play a significant
role in the Baudin expedition of 1800-04.

Charles de Brosses studied law with a view to becoming a magistrate; however, his main
interests were in literature and science and he was to become one of the most significant
French writers of the 18th century and a leading figure of the Enlightenment; the
intellectual movement championed by such luminaries as Voltaire, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, and David Hume which questioned existing institutions and argued that
rational thinking, which should be applied to all areas of life, was the only basis for
authority. He was a friend of the naturalist, mathematician, biologist, and cosmologist,
the Comte de Buffon, who was one of the early proponents of the idea of natural
evolution.

In 1739 Buffon was elected an associate of the Academy of Sciences and was also
appointed keeper of the Jardin du Roi (subsequently renamed the Jardin de Plantes) and
of the Royal Museum. His greatest work was the Histoire naturelle, générale et
particulière; which was published in Paris between 1749 and 1804 in forty-four quarto
volumes. The 1911 edition of Encyclopædia Britannica states that this publication,
“…can undoubtedly claim the merit of having been the first work to present the
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previously isolated and apparently disconnected facts of natural history in a popular and
generally intelligible form.”2

His writing was to influence subsequent generations of scientists such as Jean-Baptiste
Lamarck and Charles Darwin. In the foreword to the 6th edition of his Origin of Species
Charles Darwin credited Buffon as, "the first author who in modern times has treated it
(the theory of evolution) in a scientific spirit …"3

It was Buffon who encouraged the now, President Charles de Brosses, as the French
Advocate and President of the Parliament of Dijon, to undertake the process of
synthesising the existing knowledge about the Pacific and to publish it in a single
publication. In a method similar to that of Buffon, and calling upon Charles de
Vaugondy, one of the most respected and prolific cartographers of the time, to draw up
maps under his direction, he completed and published the two volume Histoire des
Navigations aux Terres Australes in 1756.

Figure 3 Vaugondy map4
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This publication was notable for many things; in it de Brosses propounded theories
similar to those of Buffon regarding a common lineage for all mankind including the
various peoples of the Pacific and, to circumvent the outlandish claims of some early
explorers, he proposed that all future expeditions should carry a complement of scientists
to authenticate the collection of data – a practice carried out by all subsequent expeditions
by both the French and English. De Brosses also provided the first definitive description
of the areas of Polynesia and Australasia.

But, most notably for the purpose of this paper he proposed the establishment of a colony
in the South Seas – his choice was New Britain – which would be the key to controlling
this newly explored area. Such a settlement, he said, should be based on a convict
economy supplemented by foundlings sent as free settlers.5 Both the French and English
governments of the time saw the Falkland Islands as the key to the Pacific. This book was
published in French and subsequently translated into German. A plagiarised English
edition was published as the work of the writer John Callander under the title Terra
Australis Cognita between 1766 and 1769.6 As Beaglehole points out, ‘The British had
deprived France of her colonial empire, now with as little scruple and considerable less
effort, a Scotchman appropriated de Brosses’ work and de Brosses’ program’.7

Alexander Dalrymple, who was the Royal Society’s choice to lead the English expedition
to mark the transit of Venus, was a friend and advocate of the ideas expressed by de
Brosses; the work was certainly known to James Cook at the time of his first survey of
the Pacific, primarily because of Vaugondy’s maps. It was carried by Cook’s erudite
travelling companion, the father of Australian settlement, Sir Joseph Banks8, who wrote
so disparagingly of the inhabitants of this new found land and of the bounty that would be
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the result of careful husbandry.9 From his remarks it would appear that Banks, despite his
extensive library and erudition, was less a man of the enlightenment and more inclined to
Voltaire’s ideas expressed in his work Essai sur les mœurs, that the black people whom
he called "animals", were a peculiar species of human and were born to be slaves.10

The other Frenchman of interest is Francois Peron, a man from a working class
background. He enlisted in the revolutionary army in 1792, lost an eye in action on the
Rhine and was eventually taken prisoner at Kaiserslautern. Invalided out of the army in
1794 he returned to Paris and began three years of medical studies. He also developed an
interest in natural history from time spent in the Paris Museum. Hearing of the expedition
to Terres Australes to be led by Nicolas Baudin he pestered authorities until, sponsored
by Antoine de Jussieu, professor of botany at the Jardin des Plantes, he was appointed to
the position of natural historian and anthropologist. In the event, Baudin proved to be a
better natural anthropologist than Peron, who was unable to remain objective in the face
of what he perceived to be the unpredictability of the Aboriginal people of Van Diemen’s
Land.11

Peron proved to be a major trial for Baudin because of his enthusiastic rushing about at
every opportunity with little regard for the instruction of his captain. However, I believe
we owe him a debt of gratitude for his mentoring of the artists Nicolas-Martin Petit and
Charles-Alexandre Lesueur, who provided some of the most memorable ethnographic
and natural history images of any expedition to this land, plus an immense collection of
more than 100,000 specimens including 2,500 of new species.
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Peron wrote the first volume of the official report on Baudin’s voyage, Voyage de
découvertes aux Terres Australes, before succumbing to tuberculosis in 1810.
While colonisation may have been a secret sub text to the expeditions of La Pérouse,
D’Entrecasteaux and Baudin, the English colonists seemed little concerned by the French
expeditioners and often provided food, shelter and repair facilities for them and their
crews. However, this one man changed all that.

Francois Peron, it appears, was intent on disrupting, not only the English settlement in
New South Wales, but the English assumption that they alone had a claim to this land
mass. It is known that Peron made a careful study of the layout and fortifications of Port
Jackson, possibly sounding out both Irish convicts and the Aboriginal people as potential
allies, and that on his return to Ile de France (Mauritius) he, together with the local
governor, published a pamphlet advocating what could only be called an invasion.12 What
is less sure but highly likely is that he was the source of rumours circulating in Port
Jackson after the departure of Baudin that the French were intent on establishing a colony
in Van Dieman’s Land. This rumour caused Governor King to send a small, ill equipped
ship after Baudin with a letter warning him that the English claim included VDL.13
Baudin’s response shows once again that he was a man of the enlightenment with
attitudes and ideas totally at variance with those of the English.

In his reply to King, Baudin clearly stated that it was not in his brief to set up a colony at
that time but, had it been, he would have done so knowing that the French had a greater
claim to Van Dieman’s Land than the English by virtue of their extensive exploration and
mapping.14 He also pointed out that he could not conceive, ‘…there was justice or equity
on the part of Europeans’ to dispossess a people who were ‘…just as little civilised as are
actually your Scotch Highlanders or our peasants in Brittany…’ He further castigates
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King and, through him, the English government for ‘…transporting on a soil where the
crimes and diseases of Europeans were unknown all that could retard the progress of
civilisation…’ And he shows his understanding of commercial/environmental issues by
warning King that if his sealers did not reduce their harvesting of the wildlife of King
Island the seal colonies would cease to exist.

While the fact that it was the French who first recognised the importance of establishing a
strategic base in the Pacific and proposed a method for establishing such a colony may be
a small aside, a footnote in the panorama of history, it is almost certainly true that the
decision to establish a colony in Van Dieman’s Land was brought forward, if not
precipitated, by the French visit to Botany Bay in 1802 and, therefore, that plans for the
establishment of a penal colony here were likewise set in motion by this event. It was
only three months later, on 28 March 1803, that Lieutenant John Bowen was
commissioned by King to proceed in the Lady Nelson, ‘…to fix on a proper spot in the
Derwent about Risdon’s Cove’. 15 In the event Bowen did not arrive at Risdon Cove until
12 September.

James Walker points out that, if the King of France had not been so preoccupied with
maintaining his naval power against the English in other areas of the world, it is ‘…quite
possible that to her and not to England, would have fallen the dominion of Australia’.16
One of those areas of contention was the Caribbean, a place so important to the King that
he was prepared to give up his Canadian assets to maintain his hold on this collection of
islands. And, strange as it may seem, it was from these islands that a woman came who
was to have a huge influence on the future direction of France, including the capture,
propagation and distribution of flora and fauna from all around the world but especially
from Australia.
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From our Anglo-centric perspective it is perhaps difficult to comprehend that the French
and not the English did more to propagate information about the new flora from the other
side of the world. Étienne Pierre Ventenat’s, Jardin de La Malmaison was first published
in 1803, and Labillardière’s, Novae Hollandiae Plantarum Specimen, published in 1807,
was the first publication to describe and illustrate the flora of Australia.17 While Banks
had spent thousands of pounds of his own money having engravings made from Sydney
Parkinson’s sketches and paintings from Cook’s first voyage these were not published
until the 1980s as Banks' Florilegium.18

But I get ahead of myself.

While Bruni D’Entreasteaux’s explicit instructions were to search for the lost La Pérouse,
he would have been aware of the writings of de Brosses, Buffon, Rousseau and Voltaire
and the French government who approved Bougainville’s secret settlement plans in
176419 would undoubtedly have advised him to be on the lookout for potential areas for
settlement.

His unexpected discovery of the area around Recherche Bay and the D’Entrecasteaux
Channel are well documented. What is less well known is that the gardener on his
expedition, Felix Delahaye, planted the so called “French Garden”, and, together with
Jacques Labillardière, during their five week visit collected ‘…some 5000 specimens
comprising thirty genera and about 100 new species.’20 He was later to propagate and
care for many of these same plants in the garden of the woman from Martinique.
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The botanist Labillardière with the assistance of Delahaye amassed a large collection of
plant material during this voyage. This was carefully tended during the return trip and
kept intact despite the republicans in the crew being placed under arrest for many months
in the tropical heat of Surabaya, due to the outbreak of war between France and the
Netherlands. Unfortunately, the collection was subsequently seized by the English when
the ship carrying it was captured off Saint Helena. As spoils of war the collection came
into the hands of the naturalist Joseph Banks who was intent on passing it on to the
Queen for her herbarium.

Labillardière, distraught at the loss of his precious collection, devised a plan to retrieve it.
He petitioned the French Assembly to write to the English, advising that the collection
was the personal property of Labillardière and not that of the French Government.
Labillardière also appealed to his friend Joseph Banks who, always the scientist as well
as the politician, proclaimed that ‘By this [return of the collection] … the national
character of Great Britain will certainly gain much credit for holding a conduct towards
Science and Scientific men liberal in the highest degree’21 and re-packed and dispatched
the samples to France in 1796, where, in the Jardin de Plantes, they were known as the
Labillardière Collection. For some unknown reason the specimens from Baudin’s
subsequent expedition were also added to this collection which, on Labillardière’s death,
was sold to an Englishman and subsequently transferred to Florence.
Delahaye was unable to return to France until 1797, after which he became in turn the
chief gardener at the châteaux the Grand Trianon and Malmaison and then, in 1814 after
the death of his patron, a private nurseryman.

In the time he had been away France had had a revolution and, within two years, was to
be ruled by a man who would choose Childéric’s golden bees, an ancient symbol of
royalty in France, and a metaphor for a republic of equals under a single leader, as a
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heraldic symbol to trump the Bourbon fleur-de-lys. This man was also to commission
Baudin to continue the exploration of New Holland on behalf of the French government.
Napoleon Bonaparte was a man of the enlightenment, he may have paid lip service to
democracy but, as well as overhauling the financial system and creating the Bank of
France, the introduction of his Code Civil de Francais in 1804 replaced a mishmash of
Roman, Customary and Canon laws which applied across France and brought about a
major change in the legal status of individuals. As the Encyclopædia Britannica says,
“Under the code all citizens are equal: primogeniture, hereditary nobility, and class
privileges are extinguished; civilian institutions are emancipated from ecclesiastical
control; freedom of person, freedom of contract, and inviolability of private property are
fundamental principles.” and, “…it has been the main influence in the 19th-century civil
codes of most countries of continental Europe and Latin America”. 22
He also began a program of public works and sowed the seeds for universal education
with the implementation of the Lycée system in 1801.

Napoleon was a man of science and encouraged the development of studies in all its
areas. He even developed a mathematical theorem about equilateral triangles which is
known as Napoleon’s Theorem. His expedition to Egypt in 1798 included 300 men of
science and letters and resulted in the publication of the scientific treatise known as
Description de L'Égypte. In his enthusiasm and thirst for knowledge he overburdened
Baudin’s two small ships with 20 savants – scientists and artists – many of whom jumped
ship in Ile de France wrongly blaming Baudin for their exodus.23
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Although some critics of Napoleon write off this period as a time of waste, death and
destruction and the beginning of the end for France as an international force,24 there is no
doubt that his rule marked a turning point for Europe and many parts of the globe
including Australasia. And, lest we forget, it was France under Napoleon which set about
establishing the first Musée de L’Homme (Museum of Man) and gave Baudin specific
instructions regarding the collection of ethnographic material during his voyage.
Napoleon’s first wife, Joséphine de Beauharnais, formerly of Martinique, was a gifted
amateur naturalist who, perhaps because she had grown up amongst exotic species, was
fascinated by the newly discovered species from Australasia. She began establishing
them, along with every other variety of plant that she could obtain, at her chateau
Malmaison on the outskirts of Paris.

Figure 4 – Plan du Parc de la Malmaison – F Jouanne after C Borgeois, copper engraving, 180825

Many plants were sourced from the Labillardière Collection and, despite ongoing war
with England, Josephine was also able to procure a steady supply of plant material from
her English contacts. On his appointment as head gardener at Malmaison Delahaye would
probably also have contributed specimens from his own extensive collection.26
Not content with growing these plants for her own amusement Josephine wanted to
spread them all over France. Jill, Duchess of Hamilton, quotes her as saying ‘…I wish
24
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that Malmaison may soon become the source of riches for all the départements…I have
planted…trees and shrubs from Australia’.27 It was her intention to create botanical
gardens all over France along the lines of her gardens in Malmaison.28 To promote her
ideas Josephine commissioned a book about these exotic plants with illustrations
provided by the best and most expensive botanical illustrator of the time, Pierre-Joseph
Redoute.

Figure 5 - Acacia pubescens P J Redoute29

Almost 30% of the images in this publication portrayed Australian flora. While not
devaluing the line drawings in Labillardière’s book or Redoute’s earlier prints it should
be noted that the images in Jardin de la Malmaison are probably the first published
images of these plants produced by a professional artist. Executed originally as brilliantly
coloured paintings they were subsequently produced as prints, engraved under Redoute’s
direction, by François Noël Sellier using a method called stipple engraving; for the first
27
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time this allowed for the subtle tones of a painting to be reproduced by the printer. It
would be a long time before the unusual forms of the Australian flora made another
appearance in the art of France.

Little is known of the fate of the plants at Malmaison after Josephine’s death, but the
extensive parks and gardens were eventually subdivided and sold off. I have been told
that Acacia continues to grow easily in the forests around the area that was Malmaison
and it is reported that escaped kangaroos from Josephine’s garden have now become a
problem in that area.

The dearth of information about these plants and those at the Jardin de Plantes, and of
Joséphine’s plans to distribute plants to every Département in France, could be taken to
indicate that their novelty value disappeared along with the Empress. However, one can
say with certainty that the Acacia which, along with the rose, was so favoured by
Joséphine, did have a major impact on French culture. Both it and the Eucalypt were to
become important in the perfume industry and as an essential oil respectively. They were
to reappear in the designs of La Belle Epoque through to Art Nouveau.

Josephine’s fascination with new and exotic plant species was to have unforseen
consequences for the local environment. As we are now discovering, all plants naturally
exist in surroundings which control their existence in balance with other local species.
Once removed from this situation to another environment their future becomes
unpredictable.

Known to the French as Mimosa, the delicate phyllodes and fragrant perfume of the
Acacia was to become even more popular than it was with the English. It became an
essential part of the perfume industry and was widely planted in the south along the

Riviera. The first Mimosa to be planted in the south of France was Acacia farnesiana,
which is a native of Central America. It reached the Alpes-Maritimes in the 18th century
but, although this type of Mimosa is especially suited for perfumes, it is not frost hardy
and was replaced by the Australian species Acacia dealbata (70%), Acacia retinoides
(20%), hybrides (8%) and Acacia podalyriifolia (2%).30 Having found a suitable
environment, the Mimosa extended throughout the Massif des Maures and progressively
replaced the local vegetation, cork oaks, l`arbousier and the heather. Today boulevards
along the Cote d’Azure are planted with acacia comprising up to 20 different Australian
species, including hybrids31and the “The Mimosa Trail” has become an important part of
the local tourist calendar in a manner not dissimilar to the way we reclaim the past and
our transported aliens in the name of tourism.

One might draw similar comparisons with the transplanting of European culture to the
environs of the Pacific or other non-European countries. If one disregards the politics
behind the European expansion of the 18th and 19th centuries and considers the
environmental impact of the process of cultural transportation one is left with a great
sadness for the loss of biological diversity, not only the loss of plant and animal species
but also that of human cultural diversity. While this publication is focused on issues of
site specific art in the context of the historically significant place “Port Arthur”, it should
not be forgotten that Port Arthur the convict settlement was a place for habitual criminals,
recidivists who were unwilling or unable to function within the constraints of English
society nor, given a chance, within the environs of a new place with almost unlimited
potential. Baudin’s previously noted comments to Governor King regarding the
‘…transporting on a soil where the crimes and diseases of Europeans were unknown all
that could retard the progress of civilisation…’ show an understanding that, no matter
where one stands on issues such as the “Black War”, can only be seen as prophetic. Not
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only has the Aboriginal population been decimated but much of our flora and fauna have
likewise been depleted.

While little is known of the fate of Josephine’s plants, the reappearance of Australian
floral motifs during the period of the Belle Époque is perhaps not surprising. After almost
100 years, and at a time of prosperity when designers were looking for images to
distinguish their work from their competitors, exotic species would have been eagerly
sought out. While Chinoiserie was much more in evidence, particularly in wallpaper
design, Mimosa and Eucalypt began to be seen in fabric, leatherwork and pokerwork
from about 1895.

Figure 6-9 Australian floral motifs used in designs for textiles and leather32

Other examples include crystal tumblers by Baccarat from 1910, and, as Art Nouveau
design proliferated, light fittings and vases from Daum, perfume bottles from companies
such as Lalique and jewellery by Lefebure.

Figure 10 – Crystal Tumbler by Baccarat, (Power House
Museum, Sydney) Photograph: J Ingleton
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Figure 11 – Lalique perfume bottle (Power House Museum,
Sydney) Photograph: J Ingleton

Figure 12 – Topaz and bronze tiara (Power
House Museum, Sydney) Photograph: J Ingleton

With the proliferation of Mimosa along the French Riviera and this area’s growing
attraction for artists, it is not surprising that it began to make its way into the work of
artists such as Pierre Bonnard with his famous, L’atelier au mimosa painted in 1939.

Figure 13 – Pierre Bonnard, L’atelier au
mimosa,33

Twenty years ago I came across lengths of material in the cloth markets at the foot of
Montmartre that were patterned with Australian floral motifs. At the time I was just
happy to note that the French also loved images of our unique plants and flowers but,
since my research has revealed the extent of French involvement I cannot help but
wonder whether this is a result of the collecting by Labillardière, Delahaye and Baudin
and the propagation by Josephine or just an outcome of the globalisation of imagery.

Until recently I would have said, perhaps we will never know. But now I suspect that the
artist Lucien Henry was a major influence on the emergence of Australian floral motifs in
French design at the end of the 19th century. Henry was a communard ‘...a Chef de la
Legion responsible for the defence of the 14th arrondissment’34 who, because of his
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involvement in this bloody republican conflict, was transported to New Caledonia in
1782. After his sentence was commuted he became a teacher and innovator in the Sydney
art scene of the 1880s, a leader in the search for Australian iconographic imagery and a
major influence on the Belgian artist, Lucien Dechaineux, who was to become for 33
years the Head of this Art School.

Henry returned to Paris in 1891 intent on having his work published, but neither the times
nor publishers were kind to him. Although he remained in France until his death in 1896
and undoubtedly showed his art work widely he was unable to find a publisher even
though his fictitious work, Australian Legend: the War-Atah, was published in 1891.

Figure 14 – Lucien Henry35

“…suspend their work temporarily and take up arms…” and “…all those who are not with us are against
us”
35
‘Lucien Henry, Biography’, Australian National Botanic Gardens www.anbg.gov.au/biography/biogpics/henry-lucien.jpg

Even though he was unable to have his artwork reproduced it is possible that he was
responsible for re-introducing Australian floral motifs to French designers and artists
through this showing of his work and the publication of his book. In a time of recession it
is possible that French designers in their constant search for new ideas were motivated by
these images to seek out examples of Australian flora which could be found locally rather
than pay a royalty for someone else’s images. It is perhaps not coincidental that the
designs appearing from around 1895 were of Eucalypt and Acacia, plants grown at the
Jardin de Plantes but not drawn by Henry.

It is easy to think that we act in isolation and that what we do has little or no impact on
the wider community but for every effect there is always at least one cause. This paper
has shown that the publication of De Brosses’ paper in 1756 ultimately led to the
establishment of the penal colony at Port Arthur. Also, that the collecting of foreign
plants by the early French explorers has led to the Eucalypt and Acacia becoming
problematic in that country and, perhaps, the enthusiasm of a young French artist for
Australian flora led to them being incorporated into French designs of the late 19th and
early 20th century; an issue which has yet to be fully researched.

It is my hope that my installation art will go some way toward explicating the ideas put
forward in this paper.
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