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ABSTRACT

The Buffon Museum in Montbard aims to soon reunite the two great
naturalists, Georges Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, and Karl von Linné.
However, mention of the project raises the “complex” question of theories
about humanity developed by scientists and reused, particularly by
authoritarian regimes. While Buffon has relatively flown under the radar,
Linnaeus was heavily criticized in both Sweden and England during the
Black Lives Matter movement. The reason was his categorizing humanity
into four varieties. These were quickly named and understood as “races;
making Linnaeus “the founding father of scientific racism” and therefore of
“modern racial thought” The Swedish debate in 2020 was intense and
raised the question of removing statues of the country’'s most famous
scientist. Buffon, however, did not receive such treatment, which was rather
reserved for Colbert. So, what narratives can we develop around these two
Enlightenment scholars without obscuring these aspects and without this
polarizing the exhibition? Already seen as scientists who are complete
opposites, objects of clichés and a merciless duel that the era is so fond of,
we would like to show the reflections and systems developed by the two
figures, including on humans. Whether we like it or not, we will contribute
to the construction of a memorial story and the staging used, in each of the
exhibition contexts, will participate in this.

KEYWORDS

Buffon Museum, representation, visual, exhibition, science

CITATION SUGGESTION
Fouyer, Tony. “The hidden side of the Enlightenment. A Buffon-Linné

exhibition to be taken with a pinch of salt”, Journal of Performing Arts,no. 3
(2025): 194-212.
DOI: 10.54989/1AS.24.10

195



HROM  Representation vs. Representability: The New Taboos of Contemporary Discourse

Introduction

To mark the 250th anniversary of Carl Linnaeus’s death,
the Buffon Museum and Park wishes to honor the renowned
Swedish naturalist. A contemporary of Georges Louis Leclerc,
Comte de Buffon, born the same year, the Swedish scholar is
the leading authority on the classification of species. His
Systema Naturae' (Fig. 1), published in 1735 at the young age
of 28, brought him particular fame. Buffon, who at the same
time was working on his life’s work, the 36-volume Histoire
naturelle générale et particuliére?, did not share this vision of
the discipline.

The two engaged in a series of verbal sparring matches,
albeit from a distance. While this rivalry is often highlighted,
as evidenced in several publications, it is important to step
back and move beyond this confrontational approach to
present both perspectives in a more factual manner. This, at
least, is how the museum and its partners—the Linnean
Society of London and the Linnaeus Museum in Uppsala—
intend to present the work of these two figures in an
exhibition that will be partly itinerant.

In a context of discovering the world and, consequently,
the Other, the 18th century, the Age of Enlightenment, was
also the century of the emergence of racism. Although the
term was not clearly defined at the time, it constituted one of
the sensitive points of the period and of the major figures of
the era. Philosophers and scientists were not spared. The
societal challenges of our time, punctuated by large-scale like
Black Lives Matter movement, invite us to be critical. Therefore,
how can we present these revolutionary works without
ignoring these controversial aspects of their research?

One Science, Two Perspectives
Georges Louis Leclerc, who would become the Count of
Buffon (Fig. 2), was born in Montbard on September 7,1707. A
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member of the local bourgeoisie, nothing seemed to destine
him for the career he would pursue. After completing classical
studies, first in law, then in medicine, he became interested—in
connection with the Count of Maurepas and for the needs of
the Navy—in forestry. In 1733, he presented a paper to the
French Academy of Sciences in Paris. The subject, on
probability, allowed him to become an assistant mechanic. His
work on forestry, which he never abandoned, led to his
appointment in 1739 as assistant to the botany section and
later as an associate member. The death of Cisternai du Fay,
Superintendent of the King’s Garden, that same year proved a
stroke of luck. Buffon’s connections with Maurepas enabled
him to obtain this prestigious position. One of his missions
was to create a description of the Kings Cabinet, an
undertaking that would lead him to the creation of L'Histoire
naturelle générale et particuliére®.

Linnaeus, for his part,was born in Rashult, Sweden, a few
months before Buffon, on May 23, 1707. Born into a religious
family with a keen interest in botany, he quickly developed a
passion for the discipline. Wishing to become a doctor, he
attended Lund University before transferring to Uppsala
University. There, he became a demonstrator at the botanical
garden in 1730* He obtained his doctorate in Holland in
1735°. That same year, he published the first edition of his
Systema Naturae.

Buffon and Linnaeus both provided solutions for
considering natural history in its entirety. From the outset of
his undertaking, Buffon emphasized the immensity of the task
and its inexhaustible nature®. Aware of these limitations, he
emphasizes above all the methodological ambition of the
project and the need to “see a lot and review often™.

Indeed, in order for Buffon’s proposed experience to
align with this approach, he needed to showcase what was not
always accessible. While natural history cabinets and
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academies were well established throughout the country at
the beginning of the 18th century® and can allow the
observation of more or less well-known specimens®, This
could not suffice to meet the initial ambition of Buffon’s
educational project.

To fill this gap, Buffon and his collaborators used three
methods, summarized by Benoit De Baere in a 2007 article.
The first consisted of visualizing the subject through plates
and vignettes. These were mostly black and white, but colored
and watercolored when the illustration focused on birds.®
(Fig. 3). The second consists of a textual production combining
description and poetic expression related to the different
species. The final device is attributable to Louis Jean-Marie
Daubenton!!. These are summary tables in which the scientist
compares the data he collects during his anatomical
research®?. These three perfectly complementary systems give
Buffon's work a particular dimension, which has led to recent
research on it. Linnaeus, whose classification system is still
used today, presents a completely different vision of natural
history. This system, presented in 1735, is a classification of
the three kingdoms of nature: mineral, vegetable, and
animal®®. Far removed from Buffon's concerns and the
pedagogical objective his contemporary wished to implement,
Linnaeus opted for a much less visual formula, but offered a
detailed examination of all living beings, allowing each one to
be classified and placed in a classification based on
morphological study*.

Although the first edition of Systema Naturae consisted
of only 10 folio pages, the work gradually expanded and
became more complex over time. The most decisive part of
Linnaeus's work occurred in the 10th edition, which
introduced the famous binomial nomenclature!®, whose
legacy we can still see today, was first applied to the animal in
the 12th edition,in 1758.This nomenclature, far removed from
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images and the desire to focus on aspects other than
morphology, distinguishes the two naturalists.

The Origins of “Race”

In this context, it is not surprising that the place of
humans is also at the heart of the tensions between the two
naturalists. In the 12th edition of his Systema Naturae,
Linnaeus places humans among the quadrupeds at the head
of the Primates, along with other species such as the horse?®
(Fig. 4). Having named humankind Homo sapiens, he turned
his attention to varieties. He did not use the term “race” and
characterized humankind, as he had done with plants and
products, based on known geography. He then took into
account climatic and environmental factors. In the 1740
edition, Linnaeus classified humankind into four taxonomic
categories: Europaeus albus, Americanus rebescens, Asiaticus
fuscus et Africanus niger'’. He later added Homo ferus and Homo
monstrosus to this list'®. Erza Tawil, in 2006, admitted that in
the context of the 18th century, the taxonomic categories
established by Linnaeus referred to geographical aspects and
not biological and morphological ones®. While skin color is
indeed a criterion of distinction in the Linnaean system,
Staffan Muller-Wille?® has recently been demonstrated that
for Linnaeus, this criterion was as accidental as weight or
stature.

This climatic and environmental dimension is also found
in Buffon who, aware of the importance of external factors,
integrates it into his thinking on generations. Buffon’s
anthropological system is also based on varieties. From this
point of view, therefore, Buffon and Linnaeus converge?!. While
Buffon’s name is sometimes linked to the concept of race, it is
difficult to attribute to him a key role in its emergence. As
Thierry Hoquet emphasized in a 2014 article, Buffon did not
define the concept. His use of the term was sporadic and
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referred only to “different types of realities or taxonomic
levels™2 It is particularly noticeable that the term is used
interchangeably to refer to “the people”, generations, local
varieties of a species, or “lineages” (Fig. 5). This ambiguity,
which is very present in Buffon’s text, refers to these local
varieties caused by external factors, including climate and
diet?®. Although some of Buffon’s hypotheses are quite brutal-
at least in their presentation-the scientist acknowledges that
all humans originally descended from a single species?’. The
absence of illustrations indicating each variety clearly shows
that physical characteristics are unimportant. He makes this
explicit in the text in volume IX, when he refers to Linnaean
taxonomies and states that this man “is only the same man
tinged with the color of the climate™?.

The idea of hierarchy, often associated with Linnaeus,
appears to be artificial and clearly stems more from a later
reading of his works than from any genuine desire for
hierarchy, even when he explores the relationship between
Homo sapiens and great apes. Linnaeus then focuses solely on
“irrefutable differences and similarities”?. However, Linnaeus
relied as much on the physical characteristics as on the moral
component of peoples. In this respect, his classification, which
does not involve a hierarchy, corresponds to what we call
‘races”?.

As we can see, the question is as thorny as it is complex.
Moreover, the search for the concept's origin seems futile -
even if the Linnaean classification is the closest
approximation?-and corresponds primarily to contemporary
considerations.

Exposing “Races”

In recent years, the news surrounding racism and
antisemitism has become more pressing. This context, far from
being confined to France, is global and has found its most
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intense expression in the Black Lives Matter movement.
Created in 2013 following the death of Trayvon Martin?
Following the acquittal of the police officer who killed him,
the movement became highly globalized in 2020, after the
death of George Floyd*°. While the movement is global at this
precise moment, its expression remains highly differentiated
at the local level®.

Black Lives Matter movement has challenged our
perception of the Enlightenment. Among the figures most
affected is Colbert in France®, which nearly led to his
downfall, and Linnaeus abroad. The most eminent scientific
figure in Sweden, the naturalist was particularly criticized
both in Sweden and in England®** and its legacy was
threatened. While the situation has calmed down, it is
important to keep this context in mind and not to ignore
certain aspects of the Enlightenment. From this perspective,
the exhibition “Racism: The Invention of Human Race; which
took place at the German Hygiene Museum in Dresden, is
relevant®, The exhibition focuses on the 18th century and
does not neglect the role that the Enlightenment played. It
allows for a cross-referencing of sources and immerses us in
the Age of Enlightenment while also extending to the current
context.

Atrue social phenomenon,it has contributed—in a way—
to the production of exhibitions on the theme. This theme has
been explored since 2017 by the Musée de 'lHomme in Paris.
It is entitled Nous et les Autres, des préjugés au racisme*> and is
designed to be itinerant. It was also featured in 2018 at the
Chicago History Museum with the exhibition Race: Are we so
different?. The Fine Arts have also embraced it. This is notably
the case with the exhibition Le modéle noir de Géricault a
Matisse, which was held at the Musée d’Orsay. The approach
combined art history and the history of ideas, going back to
the abolition of slavery in France®®. Paris noir*, It reveals the
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presence and influence of Black artists in France. It shows
another side of artistic production, one that has often been
rendered invisible. This approach has given a voice back to
communities, representing a kind of reversal of the
relationship to art. A reversal of perspectives, particularly of
the perspective of the Other, was already explored in 2016 in
the exhibition Homme blanc, homme noir®*®. She then invited
Westerners to change their perspective.

This multifaceted inquiry extends to collections
themselves, with provenance research emerging relatively
recently—coinciding with the political context and the need,
in particular, to ease tensions with former colonies, as well as
with issues related to restitution®®. The exhibition LAfrique en
musée®, presentation of the multi-year research on the history
of the primary collections held in French museums
demonstrates both the professionals’ interest in the subject
and the scale of the phenomenon.

The methods used to present artworks, objects, and
narratives varied considerably and reflected the approaches
taken by the curators and the context in which the artists and
communities they highlighted lived. The same should be true
for the exhibition Buffon-Linné.

In conclusion

While the Buffon-Linnaeus exhibition project primarily
aims to explore the worldview and scientific thinking of these
two eminent figures of the Enlightenment, the section on
‘races” should not be taken lightly. It is neither a question of
concealing certain facts nor of making unsubstantiated
accusations. From this perspective, as we have emphasized,
the connection between Buffon, Linnaeus, and racism is more
complex than it appears.

The current context in which we operate—even if it is
more peaceful—necessitates revisiting this aspect. However, it
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is essential to place the statements made within their
historical context. We must therefore find the tools to discuss
‘races” without distorting the thought or philosophy of these
two great figures of the Enlightenment. The sequence
presented to visitors must reflect the current state of our
knowledge on the subject, but also draw inspiration from pre-
existing museum experiences, particularly since the Black
Lives Matter movement. This will be one of the challenges
facing the scientific committee and the exhibition curators.
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Figure 1 : Linné, Systema Naturae, Leiden, 1735.
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Figure 2 : Francgois Hubert Drouais, Portrait de Buffon, oil on canvas, 1761
(Musée et parc Buffon, Montbard, inv. 98.3.1)

Figure 3 : Le Paon, Detail of LHistoire naturelle générale et particuliére,
volume on birds, p. 433, pl. 11,1777 (Musée et parc Buffon, Montbard)

Lo Paon.
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Figure 5 : Lenfant pie, Supplements of LHistoire naturelle générale et
particuliére, IV, p. 568, pl. 11,1777 (Musée et parc Buffon, Montbard)

y Zom. IV, PLI. pag . 568.

Figure 4 : Linné, Anthropomorpha, detail form Systema Naturae, 1735.
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