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The Dutch ana tom ist Pet rus Camper (1722-1789) at temp ted to col lab‐ 
or ate with Buffon through the in ter me di ary of the former’s son, Ad ri‐ 
aan Gilles Camper (1759-1820), while he was study ing in France.
Newly found let ters, un known to even Jacques Roger, re veal in tim ate
de tails about the ups and downs of the Campers’ ne go ti ations with
Buffon. Dur ing my dis ser ta tion re search on Pet rus Camper, I had the
pleas ure of ac ci dent ally com ing across a liv ing des cend ant of his, who
had 200 ori ginal let ters on her ranch in Cali for nia. In 1989 Mary
Camper- Titsingh donated these let ters to the Uni ver sity of Gronin‐ 
gen. 1 Most of this cor res pond ence was cre ated dur ing two jour neys
taken by Camper’s son abroad. 2 In 2002 Hans Bots and Rob Vis ser
pub lished the let ters that were writ ten dur ing the son’s res id ence in
Paris, from June 1785 to June 1787, 3 in clud ing rel ev ant pre vi ously
known let ters. 4 Pet rus Camper’s per sonal di ar ies were writ ten in his
nat ive Dutch, his son’s in French, but the Campers wrote let ters to
each other in French. 5 The newly dis covered let ters give us an in‐ 
sider’s view about nat ur al ists’ busi ness deals, the rivalry between
ana tom ists, and their au then tic awe for a celebrity like Buffon.

1

Through the years Pet rus Camper’s at ten tion shif ted more away from
medi cine to zo ology. After 1773, he con cen trated only on an imal com ‐
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par at ive ana tomy. His fa vor ite re search sub jects be came mam mals
that had not been or barely stud ied, hav ing both the fin ances and the
co lo nial con nec tions to ob tain exotic an im als. Camper’s mu seum, like
that of John Hunter (1728-1793), be longed among the richest and most
im port ant private col lec tions of the eight eenth cen tury. 6 Along with
Louis Jean Marie Daubenton (1716-1800) and John Hunter, Camper
was one of the few eighteenth- century zo olo gists who val ued the
primacy of ana tomy for un der stand ing the an imal or gan ism. They be‐ 
lieved that only from la bor i ous dis sec tions the “con nois sances
générales” would be ul ti mately de rived. 7

Buffon was among the first to be ne fit from Camper’s strik ing tend‐ 
ency to con fide the res ults of his re search to oth ers be fore he had
pub lished them him self. 8 Camper ini tially met Buffon in Paris dur ing
his 1749 Grand Tour. He prac ticed sur gical op er a tions on a plen ti ful
sup ply of ca da vers with the French sur geon, Ant oine Louis (1723-
1792), who be came his life- long friend: “Dur ing three months in Paris
Mon sieur Camper came al most every day to spend sev eral hours with
me. It is with me that he paid a visit to Mon sieur de Buffon ... of the
Academy of Sci ences, ... from where he left al ways flattered and
grate ful for the gra cious wel come he re ceived.” 9

3

When Camper re turned to Paris in 1777 for four months, he was in the
prime of his ca reer. He lec tured on breast can cer, the ill ness from
which his wife had died in the pre vi ous year, at the Royal Academy of
Sur gery, on cattle in ocu la tions at the Royal Academy of Medi cine, and
on his “fa cial angle” the ory at the Royal Academy of Sci ences.
Daubenton was in the audi ence, but not Buffon. 10

4

By 1785 the Academy of Sci ences in Paris elec ted Camper a for eign
as so ci ate (an “associé étranger”), an honor that only one other Dutch
sci ent ist had re ceived: the em in ent phys i cian Her man nus Bo er haave
(1668-1738). Bo er haave, while no great dis coverer, was an ex cel lent
teacher, known as the “Med ical In structor of Europe,” 11 whose in flu‐ 
ence through his stu dents was to dom in ate the pro gress ive de vel op‐ 
ment of med ical in struc tion through out Europe. 12 Bo er haave taught
med ical New to ni an ism by try ing to em body the em pir ical method of
Isaac New ton (1642-1727) in his the or et ical work and clin ical prac tice.
He sys tem at ized the chaotic body of fact and opin ion em braced
within eighteenth- century med ical thought. Bo er haave pre pared the
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way for the emer gence of the Uni ver sity of Leiden as a lead ing cen ter
of New to nian and ex per i mental sci ence on the con tin ent. 13 His stu‐ 
dent, Willem Jacob ’s- Gravesande (1688-1742), cre ated a unique
method for New to nian phys ical sci ence. This pre cise pro gram may
have been the model for Buffon’s de term in a tion to achieve a sim ilar
one unique for the life sci ences. 14 Jean Nic olas Sébastian Al lamand
(1713-1787), the Swiss- born pro fessor at the Uni ver sity of Leiden, ap‐ 
par ently thought so be cause he trans lated and ed ited ’s- Gravesande’s
and Buffon’s books re spect ively.

Buffon often quoted Dutch nat ur al ists’ ob ser va tions of an im als in the
Prince of Or ange’s me na gerie, an im als that had never been seen alive
in France. 15 Arnout Vos maer (1720-1799) was the Dir ector of the
Prince’s me na gerie and mu seum. The Prince placed the exotic an im‐ 
als he re ceived as gifts in het Kleine Loo, a zoo on his es tate at Voor‐ 
burg, one kilo meter east of The Hague. The me na gerie of this Stad‐ 
holder Wil liam V (1751-1795) was fam ous for wel com ing even for eign‐ 
ers, as de scribed in a 1785 guide book to The Hague:

6

Fa cing het Huis ten Bosch is a little es tate called het Kleine Loo that
the Prince of Or ange ac quired since many years. A long lane which is
the av enue of an other es tate, named het Oude Loo, and which also
be longs to the Prince of Or ange fol lows it. It is an an cient sei gniorial
land. The chat eau was pulled down and al most only the doors re ‐
main; but the gar dens and the groves there are still very beau ti ful.
The most re mark able that they en close is a very beau ti ful me na gerie,
fur nished with birds, and other un known and curi ous an im als. For ‐
eign ers should not fail to visit it. Bey ond this ter rit ory the lane con ‐
tin ues to the Voor burg road. 16

Vos maer was the first to pub lish zo olo gical il lus tra tions made from
liv ing an im als in stead of stuffed spe ci mens and he fo cused par tic u‐ 
larly on an im als not treated or fully treated by Buffon. 17 Many mam‐ 
mal plates in Vos maer’s Regnum An i male, pub lished in prac tic ally
sim ul tan eous Dutch and French edi tions, were copied in Buffon’s
Paris edi tion. 18

7

Al lamand, who ed ited new Buffon edi tions re spect ively in French and
in Dutch, both pub lished in Am s ter dam, often copied plates from
Vos maer’s book and re ferred to Vos maer’s de scrip tions. His edi tions
were called the Nou velle Edi tion or “Edi tion de Hol lande.” Al lamand
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wrote 41 art icles about new or hitherto im per fectly known spe cies to
Buffon. Many of Al lamand’s ad di tions were re pub lished later in
Buffon’s own sup ple ments. 19 Cop ies of the Dutch en grav ings were
often re versed. 20 Aware that Camper was dis sect ing the com par at‐ 
ively un known Scand inavian reindeer, Al lamand in vited him to con‐ 
trib ute to his Buffon edi tion. 21 Five years later Buffon pub lished
Camper’s “Ob ser va tions sur le renne faites à Groningue” again in his
own third sup ple ment. 22

When Buffon poin ted to the ex cep tional form of the speech organ in
the trop ical Amer ica’s howler mon key, but be moaned his in ad equate
ma ter ial, Camper sent him the com plete de scrip tion of this “most pe‐ 
cu liar organ of speech, hitherto un known ex cept through my dis sec‐ 
tion” in Novem ber 1778. 23 The fol low ing month, in reply, Buffon pro‐ 
posed pos sibly col lab or at ing with Camper on little known ape and
ceta cean spe cies.

9

I re ceived, Mon sieur, with great sat is fac tion, the let ter that you gave
me the honor of writ ing on the 15th of last Novem ber. I begin by as ‐
sur ing you that I re gret that you were in Paris without my see ing you
dur ing your last [1777] stay. I re mem ber your first in ter view in 1749
very well. And, since that time, Mon sieur, you have already demon ‐
strated the great tal ents that dis tin guish you, mak ing you jus ti fi ably
re garded as one of Europe’s most ex cel lent ana tom ists. 24

Camper be came the first to dis tin guish the genu ine or an gutan ana‐ 
tom ic ally from the chim pan zee. 25 This pi on eer ing re search Camper
ac com plished only after Buffon had already pub lished on the great
apes in 1766. 26 The “orang utan,” the gen eric term that served for
both the chim pan zee and the or an gutan and even mon keys, was one
of the most dis cussed yet least known an im als in Europe. Partly due
to the long- standing as sump tion of two vari et ies, the black in Africa
and the red in Asia, Europeans com pletely con fused ape spe cies.
Camper’s pi on eer ing treat ise, Essay on the Nat ural His tory of the Or‐ 
an gutan and Other Simian Spe cies; On the Double horned Rhino ceros;
and On the Reindeer, that de clared the Asian an throp oid ape to be a
sep ar ate spe cies from the African ape, would be pub lished in Dutch
only four years later (1782). 27 Between 1770 and 1777 Camper had in‐ 
vest ig ated a total of eight or an gutans, five of which he had per son ally

10
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dis sec ted. So much an throp oid ma ter ial avail able to the Dutch had
some call their eight eenth cen tury “the cen tury of the orang- utan.” 28

In 1778, Buffon wrote Camper about his ex pert ise in prim ato logy as
well as in cet o logy.

11

As I ex pect to pub lish next year a second volume of sup ple ments to
the nat ural his tory of the quad ruped an im als to which I have nu mer ‐
ous ad di tions on the sub ject of sev eral simian spe cies, I would be en ‐
chanted to men tion your name and all your dis cov er ies on these an ‐
im als’ ana tomy. 29

Flattered, Camper in formed Buffon about his sig ni fic ant dis cov ery
that the Asian or an gutan was a dif fer ent spe cies from the African
“orang- outang” dis sec ted by Ed ward Tyson (1650-1708) in Eng land.
Buffon would re ceive a French proof of his or an gutan book as soon as
it was prin ted. 30 The fol low ing year, when it was prin ted in Harlin gen
(1779), Camper made ar range ments to send a copy to Paris. By 1779
Camper knew that the true or an gutan came only from Borneo, was
al ways red dish, and never had a nail on their great toes. Tyson’s
“Orang” and Buffon’s “Jocko” all came from An gola, had black hair, and
large nails upon the great toes. They were al ways rep res en ted as very
strong and mus cu lar. The East In dian or an gutans were the op pos ite,
with long, very lean arms and legs, and their heads set into their
shoulders. 31

12

An other great gap in eighteenth- century zo olo gical know ledge was
the Ceta cea, the genus of whale- like an im als. Ex cept for the smal ler
spe cies of the por poise and dol phin, suf fi cient ma ter ial presen ted the
greatest chal lenge to re search ers. Buffon wanted to copy draw ings of
the ceta cean spe ci mens in Camper’s mu seum.

13

... I have in fact some de sire to give the pub lic a his tory of the ceta ‐
cean an im als and to add one on liz ards and rep tiles, but this work
has not yet pro gressed much. I plan to fin ish the en tire his tory of
birds and then my quad ruped sup ple ment be fore ap ply ing my self
ser i ously to the ceta ceans and the rep tiles. Nev er the less I have
already col lec ted a rather large num ber of draw ings, and sev eral sur ‐
veys, for this sub ject. You would do me a real pleas ure if you would,
Mon sieur, let the small whales and other ceta ceans, that you have in
your Cab inet, be drawn at my own ex pense. Rest as sure that I will
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cite you in my work with all the praise due to you. Of course, I do not
ask this favor of you ex cept in the event and as sump tion that you do
not want to write the nat ural his tory of these an im als your self. 32

Camper replied by mail that he would send Buffon draw ings. 33 Seven
years later his son per son ally de livered a port fo lio to Mont bard, with
con sid er ably more mam mals than the ori gin ally re ques ted apes and
whales.

14

It is only be cause Mr. Daubenton knew that I planned to work on this
his tory of ceta ceans that he was a little angry that you had drawn the
Cach alot without hav ing no ti fied us. But I beg you to no longer think
about that for you are well placed to give me much more than I could
give you... 
The Count de Buffon 34

Camper had already not ated the fric tion with Daubenton in 1777 in his
private diary.

15

Then I went to the king’s Hortus medi cini in order to see and draw
the cach alot head. How ever, Daubenton ap peared un easy about that
be cause Buffon wanted to de scribe the Ceta cea, an un for giv able jeal ‐
ousy between these men. In order to put him at ease, since I still
wanted to sketch the jaw, I told him that I would not pub lish my
draw ing dur ing Buffon’s and his own, Daubenton’s, life times. 35

In late 1766 Buffon had in vited Daubenton to work on a sub- series on
whales to fol low the series on quad ru peds. 36 Buffon was try ing to ap‐ 
pease Daubenton for ex clud ing his ana tom ical de scrip tions from the
new edi tions, in his at tempt to im prove sales by mak ing the His toire
Naturelle less tech nical and more “read able.” 37 The fact that the His‐ 
toire des cétacés was never real ized be came one of the reas ons
Daubenton no longer col lab or ated with Buffon by the end of 1767. 38

16

As Buffon’s ana tom ist and as sist ant, Daubenton ex er cised broad au‐ 
thor ity in the Jardin du Roi for much of the year. Dur ing long sum‐ 
mers Buffon resided in Mont bard, as in June 1785 when Ad ri aan Gilles
moved to Paris to study math em at ics and as tro nomy. Dutch uni ver‐ 
sit ies were no longer lead ers in sci ence.

17
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Daubenton’s lack of en thu si astic ad mir a tion for his father’s port fo lio
soon of fen ded Ad ri aan Gilles. 39 His father ex plained: “I am not sur‐ 
prised [that] Daubenton’s ... view ing of my draw ings did not make
more of an im pres sion on him. It’s jeal ousy which causes this in dif fer‐ 
ence.” 40 Pet rus Camper urged his son to visit Mont bard. “The trip to
Mr. de Buffon could in terest you: to see a fam ous man, and I be lieve
that the premises, the iron factor ies, etc. are worth the trouble. You
have suffered, be cause the works that you dis played were by a father
you love. They re gard them with eyes of in dif fer ence and are little ac‐ 
cus tomed to such things.” 41

18

At the end of July 1785 Ad ri aan Gilles jour neyed to Mont bard. He sent
his father a star- struck de scrip tion.

19

Ima gine a man of large stature, with a very happy physiognomy,
brown eyes, black eye brows, a thick head of hair, white as snow, well
done (for since 65 years he has al ways in ser ted curl- papers every
day), look ing at age 78 like many do at 56 or 58. 42

In ter est ingly, Marie Jean Hérault de Séchelles (1759-1794), who vis ited
Mont bard the same year as Ad ri aan Gilles, pub lished a rather sim ilar
de scrip tion of Buffon. 43 Nu mer ous signs of re spect shown to him at
Mont bard made Ad ri aan Gilles feel vin dic ated.

20

Scarcely had I put up at the inn and that I let him know about my ar ‐
rival, that two ser vants in vited me on be half of the Count to come
take my rooms at his home, say ing that they had or ders to take my
lug gage. I was hardly ready to change my lodgings when they es cor ‐
ted me into a very beau ti ful room, where Mr. Necker was in the habit
of stay ing when passing through Mont bard. After I was led to Mr.
Buffon’s room, he told me he was pleased that I had been will ing to
make the trip to see him. I could stay as long as I liked. After fin ish ing
some busi ness, he would be pleased to see me again. Mean while I
could get settled in my room, etc.

It was barely an hour when he had me come to him. I found him with
his sec ret ary read ing aloud your let ter of in tro duc tion. Mr. Buffon
re ceived your praises smil ing, say ing that you were very kind and
that it was very hon or able on your part. He was most curi ous to see
the port fo lio, etc. 44
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The pur pose of this visit was Pet rus Camper’s port fo lio con tain ing a
pro fu sion of ori ginal data, so that col lab or a tion plans with Buffon
could be worked out in de tail. 45 Buffon ad mired the mam malian
draw ings, gen er ously placed at his dis posal, but de clined to use the
ceta cean sketches him self. The ob ser va tion of the ceta ceans would
be left rather to his much younger nat ur al ist col leagues. 46 For his
sup ple ment on the quad ru peds, how ever, the 78- year-old Buffon
singled out six teen draw ings and de scrip tions of six mam mals. 47

Neither Camper nor his son let their dis ap point ment show yet about
Buffon’s in dif fer ence to the ceta cean sketches. After his re turn to
Paris on Au gust 3, Ad ri aan Gilles felt “happy as a king by the most
flat ter ing re cep tion and wel come of the greatest and most ami able
genius of France” and “touched al most to tears in leav ing his charm‐ 
ing res id ence.” 48

21

The “blues,” how ever, soon fol lowed eu phoria. By the end of Au gust
Ad ri aan Gilles be came dis cour aged about the pro spects of any Buffon
col lab or a tion. The lat ter’s drafts man had not yet con tac ted him in
Paris. 49 His father held out hope. 50 Only at the be gin ning of 1786 did
Buffon show in terest in a mod est ceta cean par ti cip a tion. Buffon’s
turn around was due to, ac cord ing to Ad ri aan Gilles, his cor rec tion of
an ana tom ical error made by Daubenton con cern ing ceta cean jaws.
Ad ri aan Gilles’s de tec tion so im pressed Buffon that he was in spired to
pro ceed with a com mon pub lic a tion, a con ver sa tion de scribed in de‐ 
tail:

22

Mr. Daubenton’s blun der and my de cision, based on simple know ‐
ledge of a little os teo logy, have put new life into the Count de
Buffon’s spirit, his de sire to ex am ine your draw ings, and to be come
fa mil iar with the struc ture of these an im als. I did my best to ex plain
to him the grand views with which you are busy. I suc ceeded in con ‐
vey ing to him in a few words how much the struc ture of these [ceta ‐
cean] an im als, bizarre at first sight, let a nat ur al ist re flect: if one
takes de light in con tem plat ing Cre ation. The Count asked me why
you have not pub lished these things. I went on: that [you] hav ing
hoped that he would pub lish your dis cov er ies at a time that he was
going to tackle the de scrip tion of these an im als, you ima gined that
the pub lic would ac cept them with a greater rev er ence from his
hands, etc., etc. And, fi nally, there was the dif fi culty of get ting good
en gravers. The little in terest that men solely busy with trade [the
Dutch] take in the ad vance ment of know ledge was one of the prin ‐
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cipal reas ons that delayed the pub lic a tion of an im mense num ber of
dis cov er ies avail able in your ma nu scripts.

Well then, Mon sieur! Said the Count. That is so in ter est ing, so ad mir ‐
able, and so little known that it should be pub lished, and I will do it
at my ex pense. Mon sieur, your father, will have 12 or more samples. I
will have the plates en graved and I will write a Pre face in which I will
in form the pub lic how it is all owed to your worthy father. But it will
be ne ces sary that all this be trans lated into French. No one could do
that bet ter than you; start it right away. … And that is how I find my ‐
self trans lat ing. 51

Ad ri aan Gilles ac know ledged very hon estly that Buffon’s pop u lar ap‐ 
peal would greatly en hance his father’s repu ta tion as a com par at ive
ana tom ist to a much broader audi ence. He men tioned this ob ject ive
nu mer ous times in his let ters to his father. 52 Des pite his father’s pro‐ 
fi ciency in Eng lish, French and Latin, most of Camper’s pub lic a tions
ap peared in Dutch. 53

23

Since the six teenth cen tury, some fifty whales had stran ded in the
Re pub lic of the United Provinces. Such events were al most al ways
im mor tal ized by artists in these mari time provinces. Formerly seen as
bad omens, eighteenth- century strand ings were re garded as wind‐ 
falls from nature by both nat ur al ists and mer chants. The ca da ver
provided oil used in the man u fac ture of cos met ics and as an emol li‐ 
ent in oint ments. In Janu ary 1762, when two or three sperm whales
(cach alots) were washed ashore on the little is land of Griend in the
Wad den zee, the Harlin gen phys i cian Simon Stin stra (ca. 1734-1782)
placed some of the bones at Camper’s dis posal. Camper pub lished
about the aud it ory organ from this spe ci men twice. The first art icle
made Camper the first sci ent ist to write a treat ise spe cific ally on the
hear ing of whales, and of sperm whales in par tic u lar. 54 The second
art icle added a baleen whale, a por poise, and a dol phin. 55 The
Franeker artist Pieter Id ser dts (1698-1781) drew one of these whales;
Camper copied his sketch in out line. 56 In 1772 Camper de livered
three pub lic lec tures on the Ceta cea in the Gronin gen Theatrum Ana‐ 
tomicum. Dis play ing one of the spe ci men’s 48 teeth, along with sev‐ 
eral ana tom ical pre par a tions and bones, he re ceived a great deal of
ap plause. 57

24
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After 1764, there were no more whale strand ings until 17 May 1781
when a 64-foot male sperm whale groun ded upon a sand bar, north of
Zand voort. But now no one made the usual il lus tra tions of this curi‐ 
os ity. The out break of the Fourth Anglo- Dutch War in 1780 be came a
dis aster for the Dutch. Brit ish navy and pri vat eers cap tured Dutch
ves sels at home and over seas. Sol diers placed in the fish ing vil lages,
and the coast on watch, prob ably kept every one off the beaches. Pet‐ 
rus Camper re ferred to this 1781 strand ing as hav ing been a “Trumpo,”
a word equi val ent to sperm whale used in his day. 58

25

Ceta cean source ma ter ial lim ited Camper to eight spe cies. 59 Of the
lar ger ones he had to be mostly sat is fied with frag ments, mainly of
the skel eton, which were spread all over Europe. Camper vis ited the
church of Scheven in gen in Hol land, where a 56-foot cach alot skel‐ 
eton had been kept as a curi os ity since 1617. The only com plete skel‐ 
eton of a ror qual hung from the ceil ing of the Bre men city hall in Ger‐ 
many. 60 Camper found other spe ci mens in the Paris and Lon don mu‐ 
seums, where he had to re spect ively ask for Daubenton’s and John
Hunter’s per mis sion first.

26

The range of forms among the ceta ceans had given the im pres sion
that the whale skull had no sim il ar ity with the mam mal skull. Since
the su tures were still vis ible in most of Camper’s pre par a tions, he
could use the open ings for the sense or gans and the oc cipital hole as
fixed points of ref er ence. Camper was able to es tab lish ac cur ately the
form and the po s i tion of the skull bones in seven of the ceta cean spe‐ 
cies. Through com par at ive ana tomy he un raveled the com plic ated
struc ture of the ceta cean cra nium to prove that it con tained the
same parts as the cra nia of other mam mals. 61 This was a proud mo‐ 
ment of Camper achiev ing a “grand view” à la Buffon, i.e. find ing
order in chaos.

27

Private com mu nic a tion re vealed how highly Pet rus Camper val ued
Buffon’s philo soph ical genius. “Count Buffon has nev er the less earned
more money than me. His style is vaster, his mind more bril liant. Des‐ 
pite his mis takes, he taught me by his ex ample to en vi sion things in
the ab stract, to make con nec tions between them, etc.” 62 Ad ri aan
Gilles vig or ously pro tested his father’s self- deprecation.
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You ex pressed in the pre vi ous [let ter] of the 12  that Buffon’s mind is
more bril liant than yours. I do not agree. His French style should be
com pared with your Dutch style in the com pos i tions ad mit ting
flowery elo quence. Mr. De Buffon de rived his sys tem from Whis ton,
Bur net, etc., fur ther more [from] the great im mor tal New ton who
gave his dar ing views in his fam ous Ques tions, where he demon ‐
strated the pos sib il ity of comets fall ing into the sun’s body when they
enter its at mo sphere. This idea Buffon em bel lished. He has con struc ‐
ted a beau ti ful edi fice upon it, but which leaks through all sides. But
who has demon strated Cre ation’s ana logy like you? Who has con ‐
ceived like you the sim pli city of the Eternal Geo met ri cian’s works?
Fur ther more, I ask, for I ask if of pos ter ity, of all the cen tur ies to
come: Who between you can have your build ing ever turned up side
down, foun ded prin cip ally of what is the most se cure? Each cen tury
will an swer: You are right and every step to wards the per fec tion of
know ledge will ex pose your in sights in all their bril liance, this bril ‐
liance that only athe ists, the ri dicu lous de fend ers of fortuitously- 
amassed mo lecules, could call into ques tion. 63

th

In truth, Ad ri aan Gilles was un able to judge the his toric ex tent to
which Buffon, who was no physico- theologist like Camper, had ac tu‐ 
ally in flu enced his father’s life work. If Buffon had star ted as a New ton
dis ciple, he had gone bey ond New ton. 64

29

Buffon’s new meth od o logy was a nat ur al istic ex plan a tion for or gan‐ 
ized bod ies that could present laws sim ilar to — but oth er wise dif fer‐ 
ent from — those evolved to ac count for the move ment of inert bod‐ 
ies. Buffon’s new sci ence would go bey ond that which was im me di‐ 
ately ob serv able. The nat ur al ist had to pen et rate be neath the veil of
sur face phe nom ena to the core of real ity. He did not need to choose
between con cen trat ing upon the con crete sin gu lar ity and cul tiv at ing
gen er al iz a tions be cause both should be done at the same time. The
meth ods for this pro gram were ana lo gical reas on ing and com par at ive
ana lysis. The in ter ac tion between ob ser va tion and ima gin a tion would
gen er ate a form of un der stand ing su per ior to simple em pir i cism (ac‐ 
cu mu la tion of facts) and math em at ical ab strac tion (formal logic).
Buffon called this type of un der stand ing divin a tion or in tu ition. The
life sci ences would ac know ledge both nature’s di versity and unity by
re du cing the man i fold ap pear ances of nature to simple prin ciples. 65
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Buffon re defined mat ter as a com plex con junc tion of re lated parts.
There was no such thing as an isol ated en tity or a simple sub stance.
Rather, everything in liv ing mat ter was re lated to everything else,
everything was joined. Re la tion re placed ag greg a tion as one of the
de fin ing prin ciples of mat ter. 66 An or gan ized body was con ceived by
Buffon to be a set of re la tions (“rap ports”) ex ist ing between mu tu ally
in ter de pend ent parts. The rap ports between the parts con sti tuted
the whole, cre at ing a unique or gan ism. An or gan ized body was no
mere ag greg a tion of simple identical particles, but a con junc tion of
sym bi ot ic ally re lated parts. Each con stitu ent part of an or gan ized
body was both cause and ef fect of the other parts. Liv ing mat ter
formed a com plex com bin a tion in which one ele ment could not be
sub trac ted from an other without rad ic ally chan ging the re la tions
between the re main ing parts. Im mense di versity res ul ted from a
mere aug ment a tion or con trac tion of a single part caus ing im me di ate
rami fic a tions.

31

The chal lenge was to join struc ture and life pro cesses into a uni fied
field of ex plan a tion. The goal of com par ison was to see sim il ar it ies
and dif fer ences, me di ate between them, and find ana lo gies not im‐ 
me di ately per ceived. In an Au gust 1786 let ter to Buffon, Camper
would de scribe how:

32

… my great ob ject ive was to con stantly study the re la tions that the
an im als have between them, and with man. 67 You have been my
mas ter in these parts and the model that I try to im it ate! 68

Sci ent ists be came fas cin ated with ex tremes — bound ar ies and lim its
— be cause real real ity al ways lay in between. Find ing sim ilar tend en‐ 
cies between dis sim ilar things led to the hid den or gan izer on which
all real ity was groun ded. Loc at ing “real” real ity en tailed a pro gress ive
des cent into the depths of ob served real ity. Camper jux ta posed the
ex tremes of or ganic forms in order to grasp their real ity.

33

With his com bined abil it ies to draw and sculpt as well as to dis sect,
Camper demon strated how the cor rel a tion of ra cial fea tures in the
human re lated dir ectly to the pro tru sion or re trac tion of the os teo lo‐ 
gical jaws.
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In the year 1758, I dis sec ted pub licly at the ana tom ical theatre at Am ‐
s ter dam, the body of a negro lad, about el even years of age. This af ‐
forded me an op por tun ity of demon strat ing all those di versit ies in
the cra nium, which nature had ef fec tu ated. By nature, I mean the in ‐
flu ence of coun try, nu tri tion, air, etc. 69

The human head had to be visu al ized to be like a fi nite mound of clay
that could be mol ded. Changes in noses, from long to flat, and lips,
from thin to broad, mod i fied the mutually- related parts and res ul ted
in the char ac ter istic na tional physiognom ies around the world. This
“fa cial angle” the ory, that meas ured the jaw’s slant in pro file and that
ac coun ted for the fi nite physiognomic vari ations, be came Camper’s
most last ing leg acy posthum ously — though often mis un der stood.

35

While Buffon dis cussed spec u lat ive “in ternal molds,” Camper lit er ally
mol ded the ex ter ior into a visual cla ri fic a tion. He im ple men ted
Buffon’s the or ies in a very con crete and prac tical man ner. Camper at‐ 
trib uted these mor pho lo gical laws to wise design by the Cre ator
(physico- theology). Buffon ac coun ted for di versity from geo- 
historical “de- generation” — a word Camper never used — of the ori‐ 
ginal forms. Both be lieved in the im pact of en vir on mental changes,
which util ized de vel op ment and con tin gency as ex plan at ory con‐ 
cepts.

36

Col lab or at ing with Buffon, how ever, taught the Campers that it was
easier to in tro duce syn thetic in sights about new ma ter ial than it was
to make cor rec tions to pre vi ously pub lished de scrip tions. 70 By March
1786 Ad ri aan Gilles com plained to his father about Buffon’s stub born‐ 
ness.

37

The ceta ceans did not suf fer any dif fi culty in their ac cept ance, be ‐
cause the Count had not writ ten about them, but the quad ru peds
have made me suf fer greatly. You judge your self after I have com mu ‐
nic ated to you why. 71

… [2]̊ The or an gutan … is not the jocko or true orang … 
The orang is not the orang be cause the jaw is not so prom in ent, be ‐
cause it does not re semble the fig ure, which is in the jocko’s de scrip ‐
tion … All the names, which you give, are drawn from Lin naeus’s bad
no men clature. You did not fol low the Count’s no men clature! Bless
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my soul! If all this kind is con fused, then one does not know what it
con cerns. This is how one speaks! 72

… I hope that the Count changes his mind after read ing your orang
book. I do have here some of your ob ser va tions con cern ing this an ‐
imal, but as you have writ ten about them in French your self, it is best
to take ad vant age of that. 73

Ad ri aan Gilles wanted the “Plinius of France” to adopt his father’s or‐ 
an gutan ob ser va tions be cause they were re li able dis sec tions of this
rare and en ig matic creature. 74

38

In Au gust, 75 in Septem ber, 76 in March, 77 and again in April, 78 Pet rus
Camper re peatedly asked his son whether the or an gutan book in
French that he had sent Buffon by way of the Span ish am bas sador’s
sec ret ary had ever ar rived safely. Each time Ad ri aan Gilles answered
that it had never ar rived. 79 Please send it again. 80 By Spring, how‐ 
ever, he came to un der stand the reas ons for Buffon’s con fu sion.

39

I fi nally found in the Cab inet the fam ous Jocko or orang- outang de ‐
scribed in the Count’s book. I am no longer sur prised that the Count
does not re cog nize in your fig ures the an imal that he had as such de ‐
scribed. I begin to even lose hope that he will ever adopt your ob ser ‐
va tions, if he main tains that this an imal is orang, for it is no more an
orang than a broom stick is one! 81

… I [now] see that Buffon must have your book on the or angs, but he
works and acts so little on his own that I do not be lieve that he
knows either what he has in the lib rary nor in the Royal Cab inet. 82

When Pet rus Camper had vis ited the French king’s cab inet on 18 July
1777, he, too, had been quite sur prised by the small, ugly, stuffed
chim pan zee he wit nessed, 83 which Buffon’s artist had drawn stand‐ 
ing so el eg antly as an adult with a walk ing stick. 84

40

Ad ri aan Gilles sug ges ted to Buffon’s cur rent col lab or ator that it did
not make sense to ac cept Al lamand’s or an gutan but not his father’s: “I
told the Count de Lacépède that I was a little sur prised that Mr. de
Buffon had hes it ated with your fig ures, be cause Al lamand de scribed
the same an imal with ac cept ance.” 85 This was a ref er ence to the
Suppléments à l’His toire Naturelle de Buffon pub lished by Al lamand
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the prior year (1785) in Am s ter dam. 86 Buffon had ob served a liv ing
chim pan zee but never any or an gutans. The 1740 chimp he saw in
Paris later died in Lon don and was re turned to Paris and its skin
moun ted. For Camper, it was the re verse. He had neither seen nor
dis sec ted chimps. He had, how ever, ob served Vos maer’s liv ing or an‐ 
gutan, in het Kleine Loo from 29 June 1776 to 22 Janu ary 1777, in ad di‐ 
tion to dis sect ing five or an gutans. 87 Daubenton had never seen any
liv ing ape. Find ing the chimp re mains in the royal Cab inet too mea‐ 
ger, he had to base his ana tom ical pub lic a tion on Ed ward Tyson’s au‐ 
thor it at ive chimp autopsy. 88 Ad ri aan Gilles had his sin cere doubts
whether all this con fu sion would be re solved in Buffon’s sup ple‐ 
ments. 89

Un for tu nately, Buffon’s ad vanced age and fail ing health would fail to
give the Campers the out come that they had labored for so strenu‐ 
ously. Buffon’s re vi sion ist re quests dur ing Ad ri aan Gilles’s second trip
to Bur gundy, at the end of Septem ber, hin ted at a most un likely com‐ 
ple tion.

42

Hélas, I would not know how to prom ise you when and how all that
will be done, for the Count ap pears to me to be very little in clined to
the work. Since his ill ness (which could well be the stone) does not
give him any mo ment of re lief, he is only busy with his work on the
mag net, hav ing dis missed his sec ret ary for drunk en ness. 90

Ad ri aan Gilles had to admit to his father that the French nat ur al ist did
not want nor see the fig ures nor take the trouble to read the ob ser va‐ 
tions he had trans lated with so much trouble. Buffon, moreover,
wanted to cut costs by re du cing the num ber of plates. 91 It was soon
made clear to the Campers that Buffon had a dif fer ent di vi sion of the
work in mind. Not at all pre pared to be con cerned with con tent,
Buffon wished to ex clus ively take care of the style. Fi nally, he in sisted
that it was ab so lutely ne ces sary to place Camper’s dis cov er ies into a
very broad his tor ical con text, sup por ted by ex cerpts from the books
of a con sid er able num ber of au thors from the last cen tur ies. Over‐ 
whelmed by all these de mands, Ad ri aan Gilles begged his father to
come to his res cue. 92

43

But now Pet rus Camper him self could no longer cope with rising
prob lems in his nor mal way. Dur ing the 1780s a civil war broke out in
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the Dutch Re pub lic that now seems to have been the pre lude to the
French Re volu tion. The people’s move ment, called “Pat ri ots,” was op‐ 
pos ing the Or angist ol ig archy more and more vi ol ently. In 1786, when
Wil liam V had to aban don The Hague, he sold his Kleine Loo es tate.
The royal fam ily moved to their an ces tral castle at the Oude Loo in
Gueldre, in the east of the Dutch Re pub lic, and closer to the stad hol‐ 
d erian mil it ary strong hold in Nijme gen. In Novem ber Vos maer moved
the an im als, in clud ing two Asian ele phants, from het Kleine Loo to a
new me na gerie at het Oude Loo near Apel doorn. Sim il arly Pet rus
Camper be came so fear ful of los ing his prop erty to Pat ri ots’ riots,
that he dis persed his cab inet, even bury ing some of it, for safe keep‐ 
ing. 93

Nev er the less, Camper did not hes it ate to give his son his opin ions
about the bad news from Mont bard. He was against a re duc tion of
the num ber of plates, pre fer ring to pay the extra ex penses from his
own money. Their costs were cheaper in France than in the Neth er‐ 
lands. As to the ex cerpts drawn from a great num ber of books, he
thought that that task would re quire at least a year or two of work. At
this point Camper ad vised his son to merely string Buffon along for
he sus pec ted Buffon “to be at death’s door, at least his spirit is abat‐ 
ing.” 94

45

In deed, ten days later, Buffon ad vanced new ob jec tions against a pub‐ 
lic a tion in its ori ginal form. This time, he cri ti cized the purely ana‐ 
tom ical de scrip tions that would not in terest, he wor ried, the less
edu cated schol ars. 95 Real iz ing that he may not even get, at the very
least, a pre face penned by Buffon, Pet rus Camper now re gret ted the
pub lish ing pro jects set aside by his ex er tions in col lab or at ing with
Buffon. “I would have fin ished my book on the fa cial line which has
suffered.” 96

46

Whatever let ters Ad ri aan Gilles wrote his father from Paris there after
are miss ing; most likely des troyed. In spring 1787 Ad ri aan Gilles came
down with a vener eal dis ease. 97 A gap ap peared for two months in
the Camper cor res pond ence when Pet rus Camper had to travel to
Paris, des pite a pain ful arm, to visit his ser i ously sick son. 98 Later it
was asked if Camper had a dip lo matic mis sion on be half of the Or‐ 
angists, i.e. pre vent France from med dling with their in ternal af fairs?
In 1795 the Pat ri otic preacher, Eelko Alta (1723-1798), sug ges ted that
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Camper had bribed the French in April 1787. 99 The Pat ri ots were hop‐ 
ing for French sup port of their case, but, when the Prus si ans re stored
Wil liam V, the French did noth ing.

The 1787 visit was Pet rus Camper’s last trip. In the 18 days he stayed in
Paris, he dined with Buffon seven times. 100 He also vis ited
Daubenton, Count de Lacépède (1756-1825), and his old friend Louis.
Camper at ten ded the meet ings of the Royal Academy of Sci ences and
vis ited the cab in ets of the French king, the crys tal lo grapher Jean- 
Baptiste Louis Romé de L’Isle (1736-1790), and oth ers. He met the geo‐ 
lo gist Barthélémy Faujas de St. Fond (1741-1819). 101 The res ult of the
father and son re union was the de cision that Ad ri aan Gilles would go
on a Grand Tour to the south of Europe to re cu per ate his health. His
heavy- handed mer cury treat ment had sunk Ad ri aan Gilles into an
ugly de pres sion. His father begged his moody son not to leave Paris
without tak ing cour teous leave of their pro fes sional col leagues.

48

When Pet rus Camper be came a mem ber of the State Coun cil, he
moved per man ently to The Hague. His let ters to Prin cess Wil helmina
in Nijme gen prove that he was well aware of the plan for a Prus sian
mil it ary in ter ven tion. Only re cent de cod ing of en cryp ted archival
ma ter ial re veals that his eld est son, Jacob Camper (1757-1813), gave
Laurens Pieter van de Spiegel (1736-1800), the fu ture Great Pen sion‐ 
ary, in Zee land on 25 July 1787 the secret mes sage that Bri tain would
de clare war on France if she in terfered in any way with the Prus sian
plan. 102 In Septem ber 1787, the new King of Prus sia since 1786,
Friedrich Wil helm II (1744-1797), sent an army of 26,000 men into the
Dutch Re pub lic to re store his brother- in-law to full stad hol d erian
power.

49

From Au gust 1787 to July 1788 Ad ri aan Gilles traveled through the
south of France to Italy, spend ing two months in Naples and four
months in Rome. 103 From The Hague Pet rus Camper read in 1788
about his son in L’Es prit des Journaux:

50

Among the trav el ers who vis ited Rome at the end of 1787 was the son
of the fam ous Camper. Like his father, he knows the prin cipal mod ‐
ern lan guages. He draws very well, and paints styl ishly. In Paris he
lived at Count Buffon’s home and was re ceived no less fa vor ably by
Count Hamilton in Naples. 104
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Ad ri aan Gilles had never lived in Buffon’s home at Paris — only at
Mont bard. On his re turn home, through Switzer land, Ad ri aan Gilles
be came the first Dutch alpin ist to at tempt a Mont Blanc as cent. 105

But his de par ture from Paris had es sen tially ended the Buffon- 
Camper col lab or a tion.

51

Ul ti mately only Camper’s let ter to Buffon about the howler mon key
was pub lished in Buffon’s sup ple ment on the quad ru peds. 106 After
Buffon’s April 1788 death in Paris, Lacépède took on the task — ap par‐ 
ently against the de ceased’s wishes — to pub lish the sev enth and last
volume of the sup ple ments, which ap peared in 1789. 107 The sup ple‐ 
ment con tained mainly ad di tions and cor rec tions to prior de scrip‐ 
tions of an imal ex ter i ors. Only three of the 82 plates were ana tom ical,
one of which was the howler mon key larynx drawn by Camper. 108

52

Buffon’s ori ginal clas si fic a tion of the “orangs- outangs,” or great apes,
was rec ti fied some what in the sev enth sup ple ment, by ref er ences to
Al lamand and Vos maer only. 109 Lacépède never men tioned Camper’s
name, even though both Al lamand and Vos maer cited the res ults of
Camper’s crit ical acu men and au thor it at ive autop sies. 110 In his “In‐ 
tro duc tion” Lacépède poin ted out that Vos maer’s and Al lamand’s or‐ 
an gutans were the same an imal yet did not men tion Camper in terms
of or an gutans but only in terms of howler mon keys. 111

53

Since only two samples of the French book ver sion of Camper’s or an‐ 
gutan treat ise, His toire Naturelle de l’Orang Out ang et de Quelques
Autres Singes (Harlin gen, 1779), ap pear to exist, the French book ver‐ 
sion must have re mained in the proof stage. 112 Con vinced of its im‐ 
port ance, Ad ri aan Gilles pub lished the or an gutan French trans la tion
in the very first volume of the three- volumed Les Œuvres de Pierre
Camper he ed ited in 1803. 113 The world would see that his father had
drawn the very first sci entific fig ures of the genu ine or an gutan.

54

In 1804 Lacépède pub lished his Nat ural His tory of Ceta ceans, whereas
Camper’s Ob ser va tions of the In terior Struc ture and the Skel eton of
Sev eral Ceta cean Spe cies ap peared only posthum ously, in 1820, writ‐ 
ten by his son with the as sist ance of Georges Cu vier (1769-1832). 114 In
1793 the old Jardin du Roi and its Cab inet were re placed by the Jardin
des Plantes and the Muséum d’His toire Naturelle. The French de‐ 
clared war on the “tyr ant” Wil liam V that same year. In Hol land the
Stad holder’s cab inet and me na gerie were still his per sonal prop erty.
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There fore, after the French oc cu pied Hol land and the Stad holder
sought refuge in Eng land in 1795, the in vaders con sidered his be long‐ 
ings to be war loot. His nat ural his tory cab inet had spe ci mens from
Africa and the East In dies that the French knew only from the works
of Dutch nat ur al ists. Most of it went to the Paris Mu seum. The Ver‐ 
sailles me na gerie had been moved to the new me na gerie in the Jardin
des Plantes. Cu vier, the dir ector of both the mu seum and me na gerie,
de rived even more be ne fit from the trans fer of the Loo sur viv ors, in‐ 
clud ing the two Asian ele phants, to Paris. 115

Pet rus Camper had com pleted all the ceta cean il lus tra tions, the
greater part of which had been en graved by Jacques de Sève (1742-
1788) at Buffon’s ex pense. Forty- six of the final 53 hand some plates
were based on Camper’s ori ginal draw ings, in clud ing three plates in
color. 116 But Camper did not live to write the text proper be cause he
un ex pec tedly died on 7 April 1789. Apart from a num ber of quo ta tions
from the lit er at ure and his art icles on the aud it ory organ, he left but
a brief ex pos i tion in which he com pared the skull of whales with that
of man, a com par at ive ana logy il lus trated in the final en grav ing.

56

Camper’s graph ical skills had cer tainly con trib uted to his in ter na‐ 
tional fame. He had al ways drawn his own il lus tra tions for all of his
pub lic a tions, many of which are still pre served in ma nu script form.
He had been com mis sioned as med ical il lus trator. But Camper was
par tic u larly ap plauded for the dy namic draw ings he called “re- 
creations” or “meta morph oses.” 117 No less an ad mirer was Denis Di‐ 
derot (1713-1784): “Camper cre ated from a single model, from which
he altered only the fa cial line, all the an im als from man to stork.” 118

Like Buffon, Camper em phas ized how nature al ways worked in nu‐ 
ances and de grees.

57

When Buffon had made the in ter con nec tion of nature cent ral, he
mod i fied the concept of cause and ef fect. Im mense di versity could
res ult from a mere change in a single con stitu ent part of the or gan‐ 
ism. The exact same les sons Buffon ar tic u lated in lit er ary elo quence,
Camper demon strated in the pictorial rep res ent a tions that he
sketched, elong ated or shortened, in front of live audi ences. Wit‐ 
nesses re lated how im press ive Camper’s trans form a tion of an African
into a European, and back again, by chan ging the fa cial line’s de gree
of in clin a tion. The su per im pos i tion of the African’s fa cial line over a

58



The Collaboration ‘manqué:’ Petrus Camper’s Son at Montbard, 1785-1787

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

European’s read ily showed that the Negroid nose was not so much
squashed as em bed ded in a forward- jutting jaw. The nos trils had ne‐ 
ces sar ily to flat ten as the nose grew. These mor pho lo gical demon‐ 
stra tions in chalk were en ter tain ing at the very least.

Daubenton’s work failed to in spire such pop ular ity. 119 In Buffon his‐ 
tori ography, there is a de bate about whether Daubenton ap peared to
be the dull but ac cur ate ana tom ist only in a hy per bolic con trast with
the styl ish Buffon. 120 It is there fore rather in ter est ing that Ad ri aan
Gilles re por ted that Daubenton was a bor ing lec turer. Ad mit tedly not
an im par tial wit ness, Ad ri aan Gilles brought this topic up in de pend‐ 
ently.

59

The day be fore yes ter day I was in Daubenton’s pub lic class at the
Royal Col lege… There were 30 in Daubenton’s audi ence. The pro ‐
fessor, with whose ex pans ive mind you are ac quain ted, was in the
Ve get able King dom. He al most put me to sleep while gal lop ing across
the his tory of lilacs, leaf and flower buds, etc. Today he had as sub ‐
ject hazel nuts, box- tree, and that of leaves. In my life I have never
seen or heard a more stu pid nor child ish thing. He nar rates all that
without rais ing or lower ing his voice, without al loc u tion or ex or ‐
dium. He starts like that, and then, in a voice hardly loud enough to
be heard. The hazel- tree is a tree, etc., etc. I need a lot of pa tience! 121

Pet rus Camper answered his son that Daubenton’s man ner of teach‐ 
ing did not sur prise him.

60

Other than the dry ness of tech nical de tails cost ing read er ship and
sales, an other his tori ograph ical ex plan a tion for Daubenton’s de clin‐ 
ing con tri bu tions to Buffon’s His toire Naturelle was the dif fi culty of
get ting exotic spe ci mens from over seas. Their ne ces sity for an ac cur‐ 
ate in ter na tional cov er age re quired col lab or at ing with for eign ers and
ana tom ists. Un like Daubenton, Pet rus Camper was both.

61

But, like Daubenton, Camper soon came to learn that Buffon did not
con sider com par at ive ana tomy to be the corner stone to nat ural his‐ 
tory. Buffon ap proached the an throp oid ape only from the ex ter ior
whereas Camper was in com plete solid ar ity with Daubenton that the
scalpel had the final say.

62

Daubenton’s uni form de script ive method, on an un pre ced en ted
broad scale to fa cil it ate com par ison, was an in nov a tion. 122 The same

63



The Collaboration ‘manqué:’ Petrus Camper’s Son at Montbard, 1785-1787

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Bi blio gra phy
Al la mand, J. N. S., ed. De al ge meene en
by zon dere na tuur lyke his to rie, met de
bes chry ving van des ko nings ka bi net,
door de Hee ren de Buf fon en Dau ben‐ 
ton. Trans. Cor ne lis van En ge len. Am‐ 
ster dam: J. H. Schnei der, 1773-1793. 18
vo lumes.

Buf fon, Georges- Louis Le clerc comte
de. His toire Na tu relle, Gé né rale et Par‐ 
ti cu liere, avec la Des crip tion du Ca bi net
du Roi. Par Mrs. De Buf fon & Dau ben‐ 

ton. Nou velle Édi tion. Am ster dam: J. H.
Schnei der, 1766-1785. 29 vo lumes.

Allen, David. “Book Re view: Cor res pon‐ 
dance, 1785-1787, de Pe trus Cam per
(1722-1789) et son fils Adriaan Gilles
Cam per (1759-1820),” Me di cal His to ry 48
(2004): 145-146.

Bak ker, H. A. “De smaak van de macht:
Pe trus Cam per in de po li tiek,” 31-34.
Pe trus Cam per (1722-1789): on der zoe ker
van na ture. Eds. J. Schul ler tot
Peursum- Meijer and W. R. H. Koops.
Gro nin gen: Uni ver si teits mu seum, 1989.

ana tom ical ob ser va tions for each dis sec ted spe ci men should be re‐ 
cor ded so that spe cies could be use fully com pared be fore gen er al iz‐ 
ing about their re la tion ships. 123 Al though Buffon had pre scribed a
period of fact- finding fol lowed by com par ison and gen er al iz a tion, he
began his His toire Naturelle with the or ies be fore turn ing to de tails.
Iron ic ally, Daubenton’s re search re flec ted Buffon’s meth od o lo gical
pre cepts far closer than Buffon him self! 124 Fol low ing Daubenton’s in‐ 
nov at ive lead, Camper gave a tab u lar re view of his spe ci mens’ prin‐ 
cipal di men sions in his or an gutan book. 125 Des pite fierce rival ries for
pre ced ence in dis cov er ies, the nas cent dis cip line of com par at ive ana‐ 
tomy could not ad vance without mu tual co oper a tion between ana‐ 
tom ists.

The most in struct ive rev el a tions in the Camper epis tolary ex change
were Pet rus Camper’s private views about Buffon. His many pub lic
trib utes to Buffon were not ob lig at ory signs of de fer ence but sin cere
com pli ments. The let ters con firm that the au thor he de scribed as the
“Ar chi tect of genius” had in spired Camper’s meta morph oses. The let‐ 
ters also prove that Camper was a suc cess as a father and that Ad ri‐ 
aan Gilles was a worthy heir to his father’s mu seum and ma nu scripts.
How ever, re gard less of their re spect ive health prob lems, the dif fer‐ 
ences in goals and meth ods prob ably guar an teed that the en vi sioned
co- publication between Buffon and Pet rus Camper would res ult only
in a col lab or a tion manqué.
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1  Mary Camper- Titsingh donated her fam ily’s let ters to the Uni ver sity of
Gronin gen Lib rary on the bi cen ten nial of Camper’s death. Car los Gysel, “Un
Bi cen tenaire: la mort de Pierre Camper (1722-1789),” L’In form a tion Dentaire
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Am s ter dam, UBA). Their call num bers are X 22, X 23, X 24, and X 28. From
these Am s ter dam let ters Dr. Vis ser knew about the failed ceta cean col lab or‐ 
a tion with Buffon, be fore the newly found let ters. Vis ser (1985): 15 and 58.

5  Pet rus Camper wrote twelve di ar ies. They are lis ted in Miriam Claude
Meijer, Race and Aes thet ics in the An thro po logy of Pet rus Camper (1722-1789)
(Am s ter dam: Ro dopi, 1999): 230 and 238. Ad ri aan Gilles Camper, “Voy age de
Dus sel dorp pour ex am iner les Vol cans au bord du Rhijn, depuis Bonn
jusques à Coblentz. Dus sel[dorp] le 23 Juil let 1784 jusques au 6 d’Août par A.
G. Camper et [J. F. M.] Her bell” (1784). UBA ms. G II 54. Ad ri aan Gilles
Camper, “Itinéraire de Paris par Lion, Gren oble, Montélimar, le Vivarais,
Avignon, Aix, Mar seille à Livorne par mer, Florence, Siene, Rome, Naples de
20 Juin à 16 Oc tobre 1788.” UBA ms. II E 2.

6  Vis ser (1985): 152-153.

7  Vis ser (1985): 145.

8  Vis ser (1985): 48.

9  “Pendant trois mois de séjour à Paris, M. Camper venait pr esque tous les
jours passer plusieurs heures avec moi. Il me voua le plus sincère at tache‐ 
ment. Nous étions, à une année près, du même âge, et si j’avais eu moins de
zèle pour mon état, je lui aurais eu l’ob lig a tion de me l’in spirer. C’est avec
moi qu’il a rendu vis ite à MM. De Buffon ... de l’Académie des sci ences; qu’il
s’est présenté chez les Nestor de l’ana tomie et de la chirur gie ... d’où il sor‐ 
tait tou jours flatté et re con nais sant de la gra cieuse réception qui lui avait
été faite.” Ant oine Louis, “Éloge de Camper, lu dans la séance pub lique du 15
avril 1790,” Éloges lus dans les séances pub liques de l’Académie roy ale de
chirur gie de 1750 à 1792, ed. Frédéric Dubois (Paris: Baillière, 1859): 382.

10  Pet rus Camper, “Verblijf te Par ijs en terug reyze 1777” (cah ier 7): 27-34.
UBA ms. II F 36-37. Meijer (1999): 112-113.

11  “Com munis Euro pae Prae ceptor.”

12  Pieter Musschen broek (1692-1761), Bernhard Nieuwentyt (1654-1718),
Bernhard Siegfried Al binus (1697-1770), Ju lien Of fray de la Mettrie (1707-
1751), baron Paul- Henri d’Hol bach (1723-1789), che va lier Louis de Jauc ourt
(1704-1780), François Marie Arouet de Voltaire (1694-1778), Al brecht von
Haller (1708-1777), to name a few.

13  Pierre Bru net, Les phys i ciens hol landais et la méthode expérimentale en
France au XVIIIe siècle (Paris: Al bert Blan chard, 1926): 106-122.
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14  Phil lip R. Sloan, “The Buffon- Linnaeus Con tro versy,” Isis 67 (1976): 367.
Thi erry Ho quet, Buffon: His toire Naturelle et Philo sophie (Paris: Honoré
Cham pion Ed iteur, 2005): 299-306.

15  His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1776) sup ple ment 3; His toire Naturelle (Paris,
1782), and His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1789) sup ple ment 7. Car olus Lin naeus
(1707-1778), Thomas Pen nant (1726-1798), and Peter Simon Pal las (1741-1811)
vis ited the Low Coun tries to study plants and an im als in the mu seums and
me na ger ies that could hardly be found in col lec tions else where.

16  “En face de het Huis ten Bosch, il y a un petit do maine nommé het Kleine
Loo, que le Prince d’Or ange a ac quis depuis plusieurs années. Il est suivi
d’une longe allée, qui est l’av enue men ant à un autre do maine, nommé het
Oude Loo et qui ap par tient également au Prince d’Or ange. C’est une an‐ 
cienne terre sei gneur iale. Le château a été démoli et il n’en est pr esque
resté que les por tes; mais les jardins et les bos quets en sont en core fort
beaux. Ce qu’ils ren fer ment de plus re marquable, c’est une très belle
ménagerie, pour vue d’oiseaux et autres an imaux étrangers et curieux. Aussi
les étrangers ne dev raient pas man quer de l’aller vis iter. Au delà de cette
terre l’allée con tinue jusqu’à la route de Voor burg.” Guide de la Haye (1785):
323, as cited in J. F. Smit, Zuid- Hollandsche Elec trische Spoor weg
Maatschap pij (ZHESM), Rot ter dam Hofplein – Den Haag – Scheven in gen Kur‐ 
haus: Hoe het spoor elektrisch werd (Rot ter dam: Phoenix en den Oud sten,
1989): 99.

17  Florence F. J. M. Pieters, “Notes on the Me na gerie and Zo olo gical Cab inet
of Stad holder Wil liam V of Hol land, Dir ec ted by Aernout Vos maer,” Journal
of the So ci ety for the Bib li o graphy of Nat ural His tory 9 (1980): 552.

18  Warthog, Amer ican bison, com mon duiker, fly ing lemur, black buck,
spring buck, slow loris, and large- spotted genet. P. Tuijn and P. J. Van Feen,
“On Some Eighteenth- Century An imal Por traits of In terest for Sys tem atic
Zo ology,” Bijdra gen tot de Di erkunde 39 (1969): 69-79. They enu mer ated the
cop ies of mam mal plates from Vos maer’s book in the first Buffon edi tion and
in Al lamand’s edi tions of Buffon.

19  Hip po pot amus, gir affe, reindeer, grison, desert jer boa, Brazilian tapir,
black wilde beest, east ern grey kangaroo, greater kudu, gems bok, blaauw‐ 
bok, Cape hyrax, black rhino ceros, quagga, eland, red harte beest, Cape
mole- rat, aard vark, south ern reed buck, bush buck, In dian munt jac, lesser
white- nosed guenon, or an gutan, Diana mon key, white- crested spring rat. L.
C. Rook maaker, “J. N. S. Al lamand’s ad di tions (1769-1781) to the ‘Nou velle
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Edi tion’ of Buffon’s ‘His toire Naturelle’ pub lished in Hol land,” Bijdra gen tot de
Di erkunde 61 (1992): 131-162.

20  Ad ri aan Gilles Camper re ferred to this as the en graver’s neg lect to use a
miroir when copy ing. Hans Bots and Rob Vis ser, eds., Cor res pond ance, AGC- 
PC, Paris, 22 Oc to ber 1786, UBA ms. X 24 L (CIII): 262. The fol low ing cita tions
from this book should be re cog nized by the Roman nu mer als en closed in
par en theses, fol lowed by page num ber. As sume UBG whenever no UBA is
cited.

21  “Ob ser va tions sur le renne faites à Groningue, par Mr. Le Pro fes seur P.
Camper,” in J. N. S. Al lamand, ed., His toire Naturelle, Générale et Par ticuliere,
avec la De scrip tion du Cab inet du Roi. Par Mrs. De Buffon & Daubenton. Nou‐ 
velle Édition (Am s ter dam: J. H. Schneider, 1771) vol. 15, pp. 53-56. Al lamand’s
plate IV of “Le Renne” was signed in the lower left corner, “P.C. ad viv. del.,”
which must stand for “Pet rus Camper Ad vivum de lin eavit,” drawn from life.

22  “Ob ser va tions sur le Renne, Faites à Groningue par M. le Pro fes seur P.
Camper,” in His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1776) sup ple ment 3, pp. 138-144. In 1782
Camper pub lished an elab or ated ver sion in his own book; but he en larged
reindeer know ledge only in a mod est way. Vis ser (1985): 45-48.

23  Let ter draft by Camper to Buffon, 15 Novem ber 1778, Uni ver sity of Leiden
Lib rary (Uni versiteits bib lio theek Leiden, UBL) ms. BPL 247.94. Vis ser (1985):
48-49. Ex cerpt from a let ter by Camper on “l’or gane de la voix des sap a jous
heur leurs,” in His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1789) sup ple ment 7, pp. 93-99.

24  “J’ai reçu, mon sieur, avec grande sat is fac tion, la lettre que vous m’aves
fait l’hon neur de mécrire le 15 novembre dernier, et je com mence par vous
as surer que je suis tout aussi faché que vous pouvé l’être de n’avoir pas eû
l’av ant age de vous voir pendant votre dernier séjour à Paris; je me souvi ens
par faite men de votre première entrevüe en 1749, et dès ce temps la, mon‐ 
sieur, vous annonciés déja les grands talens qui vous dis tinguent ce qui vous
font re garder avec raison comme l’un des plus ex cel lents ana tom istes de
l’Europe.” Buffon- Camper, Jardin du Roi, Paris, 11 Decem ber 1778. UBA ms. X
18.

25  Vis ser (1985): 39. The gor illa was not known until the 1840s.

26  Buffon, “Les Orang- outangs, ou le Pongo et le Jocko,” His toire Naturelle
(Paris, 1766), vol. 14, pp. 43-71.

27  Pet rus Camper, Natuurkun dige ver han delin gen van Pet rus Camper over
den Orang Out ang; en eenige an dere Aap- soorten. Over den Rhino ceros met
den Dubbelen Horen; en Over het Ren dier (Am s ter dam, 1782).
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28  A. J. van Bork- Feldkamp, “An thro po lo gical Re search in the Neth er lands,
His tor ical Sur vey,” Ver han delin gen der Konink lijke Neder land sche Akademie
van Wetenschap pen 37 (1938): 9. D. J. H. Nijèssen, “De Neder land sche Arts als
An thro po loog,” Bijdra gen tot de Geschiedenis der Gen eeskunde 7 (1927): 603
or Neder land sche Tijd s chrift voor Gen eeskunde 71 (1927): 1029. D. J. Nijèssen,
“Pet rus Camper en zijne tijdgen ooten,” Mensch en Maatschap pij 3 (1927): 74.
My sin cere thanks to Han F. Ver meu len of Leiden Uni ver sity for find ing this
in form a tion. The Dutch have re mained act ive in or an gutan re search and
con ser va tion to this day. L. E. M. de Boer, The Or an gutan: Its Bio logy and
Con ser va tion (The Hague: Dr. W. Junk Pub lish ers, 1982).

29  “... Comme je compte don ner l’année prochaine un second volume de
suppléments a l’his toire naturelle des an imaux quad ru peds & que j’ai de
nom breuses ad di tions au sujet de plusieures espèces de singes, je serois
enchanté d’y faire men tion de votre nom et de toutes vos découvertes sur
l’ana tomie de ces an imaux.” Buffon- Camper, Jardin du Roi, Paris, 11 Decem‐ 
ber 1778, UBA X 18.

30  “Re sponse à Mr. de Buffon sur la lettre du 11 Dec. 1778. ... Vous verres
dans mon livre; que jaurai l’hon neur de vous en voyer par M. le secrétaire de
Lliano, des qu’il sera imprimé, que l’Orang dif fere in fini ment du pigmy de
Tyson.” Let ter draft by Camper to Buffon, 9 June 1779, UBL ms. BPL 247.94.
Ed ward Tyson, Orang- outang, sive homo sylvestris; or, The Ana tomy of a
pyg mie com pared with that of a mon key, an ape, and a man. To which is
added, A philo lo gical essay con cern ing the Pyg mies, the Cy no ceph ali, the
Satyrs and Sphinges of the An cients, Wherein it will ap pear that they were all
either Apes or Mon keys; and not Men, as formerly pre ten ded (Lon don, 1966).

31  Pet rus Camper, “Ac count of the Or gans of Speech of the Orang Out ang,”
Philo soph ical Trans ac tions 69 (1779): 139-159. Pet rus Camper, “Kort Berigt
We gens de Ontled ing van Ver scheidene Orang Out angs, en In zon der heid
van die in de Di er gaarde van zyne Doorluchtig ste Hoogheid, den Heere
Prinse van Or ange, Erf stad houder, enz. enz. enz. gestor ven is, in den Jaare
1777,” Algemeene Vader land sche Letter- Oefeningen 1 (1779): 18-36.

32  “... J’ai en éffet quelques de sire de don ner au pub lic une his toire des an‐ 
imaux cétacés et d’y joindre celle des lézards et des rep tiles, mais cet ouv‐ 
rage n’est pas en core fort avancé et je compte achiever l’his toire entière des
oiseaux & don ner en core mon supplémen aux an imaux quadrupèdes avans
de m’oc cu per sérieusemens des Cétacés et des rep tiles; cependans j’ai déja
re cueilli un assés grand nombre de dess ins, et plusieures no tices a ce sujet.
Vous me feriés un véritable plaisir si vous vouliés, mon sieur, lais ser dessiner
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a mes frais les petites baleines et autres cétacés que vous conservés dans
votre Cab inet; vous sentés bien que je vous ci erois dans mon ouv rage avec
tous les éloges que vous mérités; cepend ant je ne vous de mande cette
faveur que dans le cas et en sup posans que vous ne vouliès pas vous même
faire l’his toire naturelle de ces an imaux.” Buffon- Camper, Jardin du Roi,
Paris, 11 Decem ber 1778, UBA ms. X18.

33  Camper- Buffon, 9 June 1779, Bibliothèque Cent rale du Muséum Na tional
d’His toire Naturelle, ms. 863, as cited in Jeff Love land, “An other Daubenton,
An other ‘His toire naturelle’,” Journal of the His tory of Bio logy 39 (2006):
482n100.

34  “Ce n’est que parce que M. Daubenton sa voit que j’avois dessin de trav‐ 
ailler a cette his toire des cétacés qu’il a été un peu faché de ce que vous
aviés dessiné la tête du Ca cho tos sans nous en avoir averti; mais je vous prie
de n’y plus penser car vous êtes bien en état de me rendre au dela de ce que
je pourois vous don ner. ... Le Cte de Buffon.” Buffon- Camper, Jardin du Roi,
Paris, 11 Decem ber 1778, UBA ms. X18.

35  “Daarnaa ging ik naar [de]s kon ings Hortus medi cini, om den kop des
cach alots te zien, en te tekenen, dog daarover scheen D’au benton te on vre‐ 
den, omdat de Buffon over de Ceta cea wilde ob ser ven, eene ja lousie onder
die lieden on ver geefe lijk. Om hem gerust te stel len al zoo ik de on der kaak
nog tekenen wilde zeid’ ik hem bij het leven van De Buffon en hem D’au‐ 
benton mijne tek en ing niet te zul len uyt geeven.” Pet rus Camper, “Verblijf te
Par ijs en terug reyze 1777” (cah ier 7): 26. UBA ms. II F 36-37.

36  Daubenton- Buffon 1767, in Gust ave Michaut, “Buffon ad min is trat eur et
homme d’af faires,” An nales de l’Université de Paris 6 (1931): 30-31.

37  Buffon- Daubenton, 29 Feb ru ary 1764, in Michaut, pp. 21-24. Start ing with
His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1764) vol. 12, Buffon would open his volumes with
over views. Love land (2006): 478.

38  Jacques Roger, Buffon: A Life in Nat ural His tory, trans. Sarah Lu cille Bon‐ 
nefoi, ed. L. Pearce Wil li ams (Ithaca and Lon don: Cor nell Uni ver sity Press,
1997): 224-226. Love land (2006): 482.

39  “Je viens dans le mo ment de chez D’Au benton, auquel j’ay montré une
partie du porte feuille. Il sembloit re guarder tout cela avec assés de plaisir
melé d’indifférence...” AGC- PC, Paris, 30 June 1785, UBA ms. X 22 s (V): 34.

40  “La façon de don ner leçon de Mr. Daub[enton] ne m’étonne pas, ni que la
vue de mes dess ins n’ayent pas fait plus d’im pres sion sur luy. C’est l’envie qui
a causé cette indifférence.” PC- AGC, Leeuwarden, 9 July 1785 (IX): 43.
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41  “Le voy age vers Mr. de Buffon vous pourroit intéresser pour avoir vu un
homme célèbre, et je crois que le local, les fab riques de fer, etc. valent la
peine. Vous avez souffert, parce que les ouv rages que vous montriés étoient
d’un père que vous adorés. Eux, ils voy ent avec des yeux indifférens, et peu
accoutumés à des pareilles choses.” PC- AGC, Klein Lankum, 16 July 1785
(XII): 52.

42  “Figurés vous un homme de grande taille, d’une phi siognomie très
heureuse, des yeux bruns, des sour cils noirs, une cheve lure épaisse, blanche
comme la neige, bien peigné, (car depuis 65 années il a tou jours mis tous les
jours des papil lotes) étant fait à l’âge de 78 ans comme beau c oup le sont à 56
ou 58.” AGC- PC, Paris, 4/5 Au gust 1785, UBA ms. X 22 w (XV): 61-62.

43  Marie Jean Hérault de Séchelles, “Voy age à Mont bard, fait en 1785,” in
Yann Gail lard, Buffon: Bio graphie ima gin aire et réelle (Paris: Her mann, 1977):
141-171.

44  “A peine fus je des cendu à l’au berge et que je lui eus fait sçavoir mon
arrivée que 2 do mest iques m’invitèrent de la part de Mr. le comte de venir
pren dre mes chambres chez lui en dis ant qu’ils avoi ent ordre d’em porter
mon ba gage. Je n’eus aucune peine à me prêter au change ment de mon
logis, lor squ’ils me con duisirent dans une très belle chambre, où Mr. Necker
a cou tume de loger en passant à Mont bar. Après je fus con duit dans la
chambre de Mr. de Buffon qui me dit etre charmé de ce que j’avais bien
voulu faire le voy age pour le voir; que je pouv ais rester chez lui autant qu’il
me plairoit et qu’après avoir achevé ses oc cu pa tions, il se flat toit de me re‐ 
voir; qu’en at tend ant je pouvois m’ar ranger dans ma chambre etc.
Il étoit à peine une heure qu’il me fit venir chez lui où je le trouv ais
accompagné de son secrétaire qui lut à haute voix votre lettre de re com‐ 
manda tion. Mr. de Buffon reçut les éloges avec sourire en dis ant que vous
aviez bien de la bonté et que cela étoit bien honnête de votre part, qu’il étoit
curieux de voir le porte feuille etc.” AGC- PC, Paris, 4/5 Au gust 1785, UBA ms.
X 22 w (XV): 59. Jacques Necker (1732-1804) be came dir ec teur général des
Fin ances in 1777. His wife be came a close friend of Buffon.

45  Al though there is no in vent ory of the draw ings which Camper sent with
his son to Buffon, there is a sur vey of them in Her bell’s 31 May 1786
“Vorrede” in the second volume, part 2, of Herrn Peter Campers Sämmtliche
Kleinere Schriften die Arzney- , Wundar zneykunst und Nat urgeschichte be‐ 
tref fend. Im Teutschen mit vielen neuen Zusätzen und Ver mehrungen des
Ver fass ers bereich ert von J. F. M. Her bell (Leipzig, 1784-1790).
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46  “Il a fait beau c oup de cas de ce qui con cernoit les cétacées, mais il n’en
fera pas usage, puisqu’il a laissé aux autres nat ur al istes d’en faire connaître
les propriétés et qualités dont son grand âge lui défendoit d’acquérir les
con nais sances suf fi s antes…” AGC- PC, Paris, 4/5 Au gust 1785, UBA ms. X 22
w (XV): 59.

47  Or an gutan, man dril, sloth, anteater (which Buffon claimed was an aard‐ 
vark), gir affe, por cu pine, and reindeer. AGC- PC, Paris, 4/5 Au gust 1785, UBA
ms. X 22 w (XV): 59.

48  “Me voilà revenu depuis hier au soir, con tent comme un roi de la
réception et de l’ac cueil les plus flat teurs du plus grand et du plus aim able
génie de la France … touché jusques aux larmes en quit tant son dom i cile
délicieux.” AGC- PC, Paris, 4/5 Au gust 1785, UBA ms. X 22 w (XV): 59.

49  “M. Buffon qui m’a chargé de re m porter les dess ins choisis à Paris, ne m’a
pas en core envoyé son dess in ateur. Je crois qu’il les a oubliés ou bien que
cela ne presse pas. … De tout cela il résulte évidemment que Gal litzin vous
ayt très mal informé des in ten tions de M. de Buffon, car il ne veut ni cétacés
ni rien de tout cela.” AGC- PC, Paris, 28 Au gust 1785, UBA ms. X 22 Z (XXI): 80.
Prince Gal litzin (1738-1803), the Rus sian am bas sador in Paris in 1763-1773
and there after in The Hague, was a mu tual friend of Camper and Buffon.

50  “Lor sque Mr. de Buffon sera à Paris, vous devés luy les faire voir. Il vous
en verra prob able ment alors son dess in ateur.” PC- AGC, Klein Lankum, 5
Septem ber 1785 (XXIII): 85.
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51  “La bévue de M. Daubenton et ma décision fondée sur des simples con‐ 
nois sances d’un peu d’ostéologie, ont ranimé dans l’es prit du comte de
Buffon le désir d’ex am iner vos dess ins et de connoître de plus près la struc‐ 
ture de ces an imaux. J’ay fait mon pos sible pour lui ex pli quer les grandes
vues dont vous vous etiez occupé et j’ay réussi à lui rendre en peu de mots
com bien ces an imaux par leur struc ture, bizarre au premier abord, lais soi‐
ent à penser au nat ur al iste, qui fait ses délices de la con tem pla tion des êtres
créés. Le comte m’ayant demandé pour quoi vous n’aviez pas publié ces
choses, je re pris qu’ayant desiré lui de pub lier vos découvertes, dans un
tems qu’il sembloit vouloir en tre pren dre la de scrip tion de ces an imaux, vous
vous étiez flatté que le pub lic les ac cepteroit avec une plus grande
vénération de ses mains, etc. etc. et qu’enfin la difficulté d’avoir des bons
graveurs, le peu d’intérest que prennent dans le progrès des con nois sances
des hommes unique ment occupés au com merce, étoit un des mo tifs prin ci‐ 
paux qui re tar doit la pub lic a tion d’un nombre im mense de découvertes qui
se trouvent dans vos manuscrits.
Eh bien Mon sieur! dit le comte, cela est si intéressant, si ad mir able et si peu
connu qu’il faudroit pub lier cela, et je le ferais à mes dépens, Mr. votre père
en aura 12 ou plus d’ex em plaires, je ferois graver les planches et je ferois une
préface dans laquelle je dirois au pub lic que nous devons tout à votre digne
père, mais il faudroit que cela fût traduit en français; per sonne fera cela
mieux que vous et com mencez y au plutôt. … Ainsi voilà que je suis à
traduire; mais comme je ne con nois pas assez l’ostéologie en français, j’avois
demandé quelques livres à mon ami Louïs qui s’est d’abord pre scrit à re voir
ma tra duc tion et le style, et vous voyez par là que Mr. Louïs, M. le comte et
moi, nous sommes occupés à faire paroître vos ouv rages, dont je suis
d’autant plus charmé que sûrement les Français vous en auront ob lig a tion;
si ce n’avoit pas été le pauvre ri dicule Daubenton, mais vous qui avez
secondé Buffon dans son hist[oire] naturelle, je crois que cela auroit été un
ouv rage su perbe et tout à fait im mor tel. Si vous aur iez en core quelque
chose à ajout ter touchant ces an imaux, quelque de scrip tion particulière,
tirée de vos ad mir ables démonstrations pub liques au théâtre ana tomique de
Groningue, je vous sup plie de me les en voyer au plutôt.” AGC- PC, no city, no
date, Janu ary 1786, UBA ms. X 23 o (LIX): 165-166.

52  AGC- PC, Paris, 19 March 1786, UBA ms. X 23 u (LXXI): 195. AGC- PC, Paris,
20 April 1786, UBA ms. X 23 y (LXXIX): 213. AGC- PC, Paris, 27 April 1786, UBA
ms. X 23 z (LXXXI): 216.
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53  Camper’s work was bet ter known in the Ger man world than else where
thanks to Jo hann Fre drik Maur itz Her bell (1752-1819), a law yer and friend of
Ad ri aan Gilles, who trans lated Camper’s major works into Ger man.

54  Pet rus Camper, “Ver han del ing over het ge hoor van den cach elot of pot- 
walvisch,” Ver han delin gen uit gegeeven door de Hol land sche maatschappye der
weetenschap pen te Haar lem 9 (1767): 193-229. How ever, Camper failed to
loc ate the semi- circular canals, which are ex tremely small in ceta ceans, al‐ 
to gether.

55  Pet rus Camper, “Ver han del ing over de zit p laats van het beenig ge hoo r‐ 
tuig, en over de zit p laats van het beenig ge hoo r tuig, en over een voor naam
gedeelte van het zin tuig zelve in de walvis schen,” Ver han delin gen uit‐ 
gegeeven door de Hol land sche maatschappye der weetenschap pen te Haar lem
17 (1777): 157-200.

56  Pet rus Camper, “Verzamel ing aanteek en in gen over de walvis chsoorten.”
UBA ms. B III.

57  Pet rus Camper, “Lessen ge houden over de walvis schen. Gronin gen, 11
Novem ber 1772.” UBA ms. II F 78. A silver- mounted sperm whale tooth from
this spe ci men is on dis play in Ter schelling’s ’t Be houden Huys mu seum. W.
M. Zap pey, “Strandin gen van walvisachti gen in de 18de eeuw,” “Op het strand
ges meten.” Vijf eeuwen pots vis strandin gen aan de Neder landse kust, eds. B. C.
Slig gers and A. A. Wer theim (Haar lem en En khuizen: Wal burg Pers, 1992):
80-84.

58  “… paraît avoir été un Trumpo,” Pet rus Camper, Ob ser va tions Ana‐ 
tomiques sur la struc ture intérieure et le sque lette de plusieurs espèces de
cétacés … publiées par … Adrien- Gilles Camper … avec des notes par M. G.
Cu vier (Paris, 1820), vol. 1, p. 105. Zap pey, pp. 96-98. Ad ri aan Gilles Camper,
De scrip tion Suc cincte du Musée de Pierre Camper (Am s ter dam / Den Haag:
Cleef, 1811): 23-26.

59  Green land whale, com mon ror qual, bottle- nosed whale, cach alot, nar‐ 
whal, pilot whale, dol phin, and por poise.

60  “Le sque lette assez mal conservé de ce baleinoptère est sus pendu dans
une salle de l’hôtel de ville de Bre men. Attaché à une hauteur considérable
du plancher, il n’a pas été pos sible d’en tirer un dessin plus cor rect.” Camper,
Ob ser va tions ana tomiques, vol. 1, p. 74.

61  Vis ser (1985): 53-60.



The Collaboration ‘manqué:’ Petrus Camper’s Son at Montbard, 1785-1787

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

62  “Mr. le comte de Buffon a pour tant gagné plus d’ar gent que moi. Son
genre est plus vaste, son es prit plus bril lant. Malgré les er reurs il m’a ap pris
par son ex emple à en vis ager les choses en grand, à com biner etc.” PC- AGC,
Klein Lankum, 12 Au gust 1785 (XVII): 66.

63  “Vous vous exprimés dans la précédente du 12 que l’es prit de Buffon soit
plus bril lant que le vôtre et je ne suis pas d’ac cord là des sus. Il faut com‐ 
parer son français à votre style hol landais dans les com pos i tions sus cept‐ 
ibles des fleurs d’éloquence. M. de Buffon a puisé son système après que les
Whis ton, Bur net etc., en core le grand im mor tel New ton avoit donné ses
vues har dies dans ses fameuses Ques tions, où il démontre la possibilité de la
chute des comètes dans le corps du soleil en cas qu’elles vi ennent dans son
atmosphère. Buffon a orné cette idée. Il a bâti là des sus un bel édifice, mais
qui croule de tous côtés. Mais qui est ce qui a démontré l’ana lo gie de la
création comme vous? Qui est ce qui a conçu comme vous, la simplicité des
oeuvres de l’Eter nel Géomètre? Je de mande plus, car je le de mande à la
postérité de tous les siècles à venir: ‘Qui d’entre vous pourra ja mais ren‐ 
verser votre édifice, bâti sur tout ce qu’il y a de plus solide?’ Chaque siècle
dira: ‘Vous avez eu raison,’ et chaque pas à la per fec tion des con nais sances
ex posera vos lumières dans tout leur bril lant, ce bril lant que les seuls
athées, les ri dicules pro tec teurs des molécules for tu ite ment amassées
pour ront re voquer en doute.” AGC- PC, Paris, 28 Au gust 1785, UBA ms. X 22 z
(XXI): 81. Wil liam Whis ton (1667-1752), Thomas Bur net (1635-1715).

64  Roger, p. 92.

65  Buffon was re in tro du cing con cepts that had con sti tuted part of the Ar is‐ 
totelian world view dis missed by the mech an ical philo soph ers of nature. He
wanted to heal the breach between mind and mat ter by re hab il it at ing the
an cient pro ced ures of ana lo gical think ing, com par ison, and divin a tion. Peter
Hanns Reill, Vi tal iz ing Nature in the En light en ment (Berke ley: Uni ver sity of
Cali for nia Press, 2005), Chapter 1.

66  Thus, one at trib ute of or ganic mat ter was con junc tion. A second primary
at trib ute of liv ing mat ter was the abil ity to re pro duce. The third and final
at trib ute was mat ter’s or gan iz ing agent (Buffon’s “moule intérieur” was the
ac tion of nat ural forces). Reill, Chapter 1.

67  Like all ana tom ists be fore Georges Cu vier, Daubenton worked in an an‐ 
thro po centric frame work. His zo olo gical ana tom ies pro ceeded from the
head “down ward,” the tra di tion in human ana tomy. He and Camper em phas‐ 
ized human unique ness. Love land (2006): 475. Camper’s in terest in an im als
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had a sim ilar per spect ive with his zo olo gical ques tions: can whales hear?
Can or an gutans speak? Are or an gutans bi pedal?

68  “… mon grand but étoit d’etud ier con stam ment les rap ports que les an‐ 
imaux ont entre eux, et avec l’homme. Vous aves éte mon maitre dans cette
parties, et le modele que j’ai tache d’im iter!” Let ter draft by Pet rus Camper
to Buffon, 29 Au gust 1786, UBL ms. BPL 885. Vis ser (1985): 58.

69  Pet rus Camper, The Works of the late Pro fessor Camper, on the Con nex ion
between the Sci ence of Ana tomy and the Arts of Draw ing, Paint ing, Statu ary,
etc. in Two Books con tain ing a Treat ise on the Nat ural Dif fer ence of Fea tures
in Per sons of Dif fer ent Coun tries and Peri ods of Life; and on Beauty, as ex hib‐ 
ited in an cient sculp ture; with a new method of sketch ing heads, na tional fea‐ 
tures, and por traits of in di vidu als, with ac cur acy, etc., trans. Thomas Cogan
(Lon don, 1794): 23.

70  “Il est étonnant com bien le comte sache peu de la struc ture intérieure et
même Daubenton!” AGC- PC, Paris, 19 Feb ru ary 1786, UBA ms. X 23 r (LXV):
181.

71  “J’ay achevé la tra duc tion des cétacés et des ob ser va tions sur les
quadrupèdes que M. de Buffon avoit choisis à Mont bard et je ne re grette pas
le tems ni la peine que cela m’a donné. Les cétacés n’ont souffert aucune
difficulté pour la réception, puisque le Comte n’avoit pas écrit là des sus,
mais les quadrupèdes me font beau c oup souf frir et vous jugerez vous
même, lor sque je vous auray communiqué le pour quoi.” AGC- PC, Paris, 19
March 1786, UBA ms. X 23 u (LXXI): 194.

72  “… [2]̊ l’orang out ang qui n’est pas le jocko ou le véritable orang …
“L’orang n’est pas l’orang, puisque la mâchoire n’est pas si prom in ente,
puisqu’il ne ressemble pas à la fig ure qui est dans la de scrip tion du jocko…
Tous les noms que vous don nez, sont tirez de la mauvaise no men clature de
Lin naeus. Vous n’avez pas suivi la no men clature du Comte! Peste! Si tout
cela est embrouillé de la sorte, alors on ne scait pas d’où il est ques tion!
Voilà comme on parle!” AGC- PC, Paris, 19 March 1786, UBA ms. X 23 u (LXXI):
194.

73  “J’espère que le Comte re viendra de sa pensée en lis ant votre livre sur
l’orang. J’ay bien icy quelques unes de vos ob ser va tions con cernant cet an‐ 
imal, mais comme vous les avez rédigées vous même en François, il vaut
mieux en profiter; aussi, [ je] n’ay pas assez de tems, j’ay été trop occupé
depuis quelque tems.” AGC- PC, Paris, 19 March 1786, UBA ms. X 23 u (LXXI):
194.
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74  “Je ne m’étendrai pas sur tout ce que je pense au sujet de l’his toire du
jocko dans M. de Buffon. Vous sen tez mieux ce qu’elle vaut que moi, ni dirais
[ je] mon sen ti ment sur les détails de l’ana tom iste; quoique votre de scrip tion
différe beau c oup de celle qu’a donnée le Pline de la France et qu’elle fronde
même ses opin ions. J’espère que douce ment vous prévaudrez sur ce qui
con cerne la struc ture in terne de l’an imal et qu’on par viendra à ad op ter vos
ob ser va tions.” AGC- PC, Paris, 19 March 1786, UBA ms. X 23 u (LXXI): 195.

75  “Je suis étonné qu’il n’a pas parlé de mon ouv rage sur l’orang en français.
Le secrétaire de Mr. Liano d’Es pagne l’a pris sur soi à Paris par la dir ec tion
du prince Gal litzin qui est en core en Al le magne.” PC- AGC, Klein Lankum, 12
Au gust 1785 (XVII): 66.

76  “Il a seure ment bien reçu mon livre sur les singes, parce qu’il a déjà
remercié le prince de Gal litzin pour sa bonté etc. etc.” PC- AGC, Klein
Lankum, 5 Septem ber 1785 (XXIII): 84.

77  “… Mr. Le Comte doit avoir vu par ma dis ser ta tion sur l’orang que le
Prince Gal litzin luy à envoyée… Je dis la même chose au sujet de l’orang,
nom des In di ens que j’ai gardé, qu’on en donne un autre n’im porte. La
grande ques tion est si les découvertes que j’ai faites sont vrayes, et si l’on
puisse compter sur mes ob ser va tions. J’ose dire que oui. … Il faut que Mr. Le
Comte ait reçu ma dis ser ta tion sur l’orang ou mon- orang, l’orang de l’Asie,
aussi nommé par Mr. For ster, par tous les nat ur al istes In di ens.” PC- AGC,
Leeuwarden, 28 March 1786 (LXXIII): 199. Jacob Cor nelis Mat tieu de Rader‐ 
macher (1741-1783), Friedrich von Wurmb (d. ca. 1782), Joshua van Iperen
(1726-1780), Jo hann Re in hold Foster (1729-1798).

78  “Il faut que Mr. de Buffon ait mes ob ser va tions, car ce Mon sieur les a
délivrées. J’ai écrit derechef au Prince Gal litzin. C’est la ja lousie de
Daubenton qui cause tout cela.” PC- AGC, Klein Lankum and Leeuwarden, 2
and 7 April 1786 (LXXV): 205.

79  “Je suis pr esque sur qu’il n’a pas reçu les de scrip tions de l’our ang. Il faut
que ce M. le sécrét[aire] de Liano qui s’en étoit chargé, les ayt gardés pour
lui.” AGC- PC, Paris, 28 Au gust 1785, UBA ms. X 22 z (XXI): 80.

80  “Je crois que vous ne fer iez pas mal de m’en voyer par quelque oc ca sion
votre livre publié sur les or angs out angs etc., afin d’en faire ca deau à Buffon,
car je crois qu’il est en françois comme en hol landois.” AGC- PC, Paris, 12
March 1786, UBA ms. X 23 t (LXX): 192.

81  “J’ay trouvé enfin dans le cab inet la tête du fameux Jocko ou orang out ang
décrit dans le livre du comte et je ne m’étonne plus de ce que le comte ne
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re con naisse pas dans vos fig ures l’an imal qu’il a décrit comme tel. Je com‐ 
mence même à désespérer qu’il ad opte ja mais vos ob ser va tions, s’il est vray
qu’il faut que cet an imal reste orang, car il n’est pas plus orang qu’un
manche de bal ais n’est un orang.” AGC- PC, Paris, 27 April 1786, UBA ms. X 23
z (LXXXI): 216.

82  “Je vois que Buffon doit avoir votre livre sur les or angs, mais il trav aille et
agit si peu par lui même que je ne crois pas qu’il sache ni ce qu’il a dans la
bibliothèque ni au cab inet Royal.” AGC- PC, Paris, 27 April 1786, UBA ms. X 23
z (LXXXI): 217.

83  Jorge Martínez- Contreras re cently found and pho to graphed this fam ous
“jocko,” the old est taxi derm ied an imal in ex ist ence, in the Muséum Na tional
d’His toire Naturelle.

84  “Buffon’s Jocko was not smal ler than Tyson’s, yet little was to be trus ted
about the size, for Daubenton even says that he was 2 feet and 4 or 5
thumbs high, but be cause the skin was stuffed he pre ferred to use Tyson’s
meas ure ments. I saw this moun ted an imal on 18 July 1777 and found it set up
very poorly.” Pet rus Camper,”… Voort ref felykheid der Menschen boven …
dieren” (1771), p. 28. UBA ms. IV A 11 .
“Orang out ang so per fectly drawn in Buffon. One would not be lieve that it
was a little miser able creature, poorly stuffed, from which the beau ti ful em‐ 
bel lished draw ing was made.” Pet rus Camper, “Verblijf te Par ijs en terug
Reyze 1777” (cah ier 7): 19. UBA ms. II F 36-37.
“Noth ing shocked me more than the Jocko, so el eg antly por trayed in
Buffon’s work, I saw on 18 July 1777 in the King’s Cab inet in Paris: it is there a
small un seemly stuffi ng.” Pet rus Camper, Natuurkun dige ver han delin gen van
Pet rus Camper over den Orang Out ang; en eenige an dere Aap- soorten. Over
den Rhino ceros met den Dubbelen Horen; en over het Ren dier (Am s ter dam,
1782): 33.

85  “Je disais au comte de la Cépède que j’avais été un peu sur pris de ce que
Mr. de Buffon avait hésité sur vos fig ures, puisque le même an imal décrit
par Al lamand avoit été re connu. Il ne me dit pas grand chose là des sus.”
AGC- PC, Paris, 2 July 1786, UBA ms. X 24 g (XCIII): 242.

86  J. N. S. Al lamand, “Ad di tion à l’art icle des Orangs- outangs, Volume XV,
pag. 71,” His toire Naturelle, Générale et Par ticuliere. Ser vant de Suite a L’His‐ 
toire des An imaux Quadrupèdes. Par M. Le Comte de Buffon. Supplément
Tome Cin quieme. Nou velle Édition (Am s ter dam, 1785) vol. 34 or supplément
5, pp. 45-48, plate XVIII.

1



The Collaboration ‘manqué:’ Petrus Camper’s Son at Montbard, 1785-1787

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

87  The num ber that Camper saw and dis sec ted was an ex cep tional priv‐ 
ilege, par tic u larly since he was a private re searcher. Miriam Claude Meijer,
“The Cen tury of the Or an gutan,” New Per spect ives on the Eight eenth Cen tury
1 (2004): 62-78.

88  “Je n’ai vu que la peau bourrée et la plus grande partie du sque lette du
Jocko, que l’on mon troit à Paris en 1740� il mourut l’année suivante à Lon dres
où il fut ouvert; on le rap porta ici dans de l’eau- de-vie, et on le mit au Cab‐ 
inet: dans la suite on a fait bour rer la peau et préparer le sque lette. Ce singe
avoit été pris en Afrique dans le fond du Gabon, sur la côte d’An gole.”
Daubenton, “De scrip tion du Jocko,” His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1766), vol. 14, p.
72.

89  “… je ne crois pas que M. de Buffon sera très fri and d’en faire usage dans
son supplément, car la plu part de ces éclaircissements seroi ent des armes
of fens ives qui pourroi ent lui nuire. Ce sont pour lui des détails qui frond ent
ses vues générales; ou com ment se flat ter rais on nable ment d’un
désintéressement pareil?” AGC- PC, Paris, 14 June 1786, UBA ms. X 24 e (XCI):
237.

90  “Je ne sçaurais, hélas, vous pro mettre quand et com ment tout cela se
fera, car le comte me paroît être bien peu disposé au trav ail. Depuis que son
mal (qui pourroit bien être la pierre) ne lui donne aucun mo ment de relâche,
il ne s’oc cupe que de son trav ail sur l’aimant, ayant chassé son secrétaire à
cause d’iv ro gn erie.” AGC- PC, Mont bard, no date, Septem ber 1786, UBA ms. X
24 h (XCVI): 247.

91  “M. le comte ne veut pas suivre le système de Ray, mais le sien. Enfin, il
ne veut ni voir les fig ures ni se don ner la peine de lire vos ob ser va tions. Il n’a
pas vu la tête du jeune mar souin, et fera réduire les fig ures à la moitié pour
di minuer le nombre des planches, à cause des frais de 49 planches à 60
livres chacun, ce qui re viendra à 1000 écus.” AGC- PC, Mont bard, 2 Oc to ber
1786, UBA ms. X 24 i (XCIX): 252-253. Vis ser (1985): 58. John Ray (1627-1705).

92  “Il m’est im possible sans désobliger le comte de me sous traire à ce trav‐ 
ail et sans craindre de l’ir riter, mais il m’est im possible en même tems de
négliger mes études mathématiques et d’exécuter ce qu’il me de mande.
Indépendamment de toutte la peine que je pren drais volon ti ers pour
l’avance ment de votre renommée, il n’est pas pos sible à moi de don ner un
détail juste et la com paraison ex acte de vos ouv rages avec ceux des autres
nat ur al istes. Il faut pour cela connaître à fond tout l’ouv rage et ce n’est que
l’auteur lui seul qui puisse en avoir cette con nais sance. Ainsi, mon cher
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père, je vous sup plie de venir à mon secours ou de me per mettre que ven ant
à Paris je fasse ex traire et traduire quelques choses à vos dépens. Mon Dieu!
Si l’on avait prévu tout cela! En core, j’ay peur que l’on pour rait re trancher ou
di minuer le mérite! Que faut il faire à tout cela? Je vous prie de me tirer de
l’em bar ras.” AGC- PC, Mont bard, 2 Oc to ber 1786, UBA ms. X 24 i (XCIX): 253.

93  Louis, “Éloge de Camper,” p. 387. Al though both Pat ri ots and Or angists
re garded Camper as an un re li able op por tun ist, none of Camper’s prop erty
was dam aged. Camper was for pro gress but no re volu tion ary. He wanted
the status quo im proved only gradu ally.

94  “Moi par contre je vais étudier une lettre polie, flat teuse pour le philo‐ 
sophe et je luy ex poserai toutes les difficultés de son plan, la peine que je
me suis donnée pour sat is faire à ses désirs que ce n’est pas moi qui luy a[i]
fait la pro pos i tion, mais que luy, il avoit eu la bonté pour moi de vouloir
pub lier mes ouv rages sur les cétacés, qui sans cela seroi ent restés dans mon
porte feuille et dans un oubli perpétuel etc. Je vous ad resserai la lettre
ouverte que vous luy apporterés ou enverrés, s’il n’est pas en core à Paris, à
Mont bar. Il me paroit moribond, du moins son âme baisse.” PC- AGC, Klein
Lankum, 13 Oc to ber 1786 (CI): 257.

95  “… une de scrip tion pure ment ana tomique n’intéresseroit que des ana‐ 
tom istes éclairés … l’ouv rage ne pren droit pas chez les sçavans moins in‐ 
stru its …” AGC- PC, Paris, 22 Oc to ber 1786, UBA ms. X 24 L (CIII): 261.

96  “Laissé faire le comte, il mourra avant que l’ouv rage soit fini et alors c’est
à nous à penser à exécution. Si j’avois prévu tant de difficultés, je n’aurois
pas passé le beau tems de l’été à ses ex plic a tions et dess ins. J’aurai fini mon
livre sur la ligne fa ciale qui en a souffert.” PC- AGC, Leeuwarden, 29 Decem‐ 
ber 1786 (CXII): 279.

97  PC- AGC, Klein Lankum, 25 Janu ary 1787 (CXIV): 284.

98  Ad ri aan Gilles Camper ac know leged this pa ternal visit. Ad ri aan Gilles
Camper, Levens- Schets van Pet rus Camper (Leeuwarden: H. Post, 1791): 47.
The true nature of this ill ness was not re vealed or not known by his bio‐ 
grapher and son- in-law, Jacob Gijs bertus Samuel van Breda (1788-1867). J. G.
S. van Breda, Levens- Schets van Ad ri aan Gilles Camper (Gent, 1825): 27.
Breda used Ad ri aan Gilles Camper’s diary and Am s ter dam let ters. Jo hann
Wolfgang Goethe (1749-1832), how ever, made fun of Ad ri aan Gilles’s con di‐ 
tion in a poem pub lished after Ad ri aan Gilles’s death. Meijer (1999): 24n144.

99  H. A. Bak ker, “De smaak van de macht: Pet rus Camper in de polit iek,”
Pet rus Camper (1722-1789): on derzoeker van nature, eds. J. Schuller tot
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Peursum- Meijer and W. R. H. Koops (Gronin gen: Uni versiteits mu seum,
1989): 34.

100  April 15, 17, 20, 21, 27, 28, and 29.

101  Pet rus Camper, “Reyze naar Ben theim, Cleef en Bra bant gedaan in den
jaare 1776 en Van Bre slau naar Par ijs in den jaare 1777 en Van Fries land weder
naar Par ijs in April 1787” (cah ier 6). UBA ms. II F 36-37.

102  Karl de Leeuw and Hans van der Meer, “A Ho mo phonic Sub sti tu tion in
the Archives of the Last Great Pen sion ary of Hol land,” Crypto lo gia 17 (1993):
225-236.

103  IJnte Botke, “Je Re cueille Tou jours des Pierres: Ad ri aan Gilles Camper in
Italië, 1787-1788,” Ziedaar Italië! Vijf Eeuwen Friezen en Groningers in Italië,
eds. IJ. Botke, G.C. Huis man, H. Mar ing, and L.A. de Vries (Franeker: Uit‐ 
geverij Van Wijnen, 1998): 67-103. Botke’s art icle was based en tirely on the
newly found Camper let ters.

104  “Parmi les voy ageurs qui visi taient Rome à la fin de 1787 on dis tin guoit le
fils du Célèbre Camper. Comme son père, il possède les prin cip ales langues
vivantes. Il dessine très pro prement, et peint avec élégance. A Paris il a
demeuré chez Le Comte de Buffon et n’a pas éprouvé un ac cueil moins fa‐ 
vor able du comte Hamilton à Naples.” PC- AGC, 22 July 1788. Not pub lished in
Bots and Vis ser (2002) but in Botke, p. 90. L’Es prit des Journaux, Français et
Etranger (22 July 1788): 375. It was a trans la tion from the Teutscher Merkur of
2 March 1788. Sir Wil liam Hamilton (1730-1803).

105  M. Wiegersma, “Ad ri aan Gilles Camper, De Eer ste Neder landse Alpin ist,”
De Berggids: Or gaan van de Neder land sche Alpen Vereeniging (June 1950): 41-
45. Al though Wiegersma learned about the ex ist ence of the Camper let ters
in Cali for nia, an eld erly Ger man scholar was ne go ti at ing with Mary
Camper- Titsingh’s mother up until 1960 without a final trans ac tion. Con tact
was only taken up again in 1985. Miriam Claude Meijer, “The Fifth As cent of
Mont Blanc: From the Diary and Let ters of Ad ri aan Gilles Camper (1759-
1820),” The Alpine Journal 150 (2000): 177-189.

106  Ex cerpt from a let ter by Camper on “l’or gane de la voix des sap a jous
heur leurs,” in His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1789) sup ple ment 7, pp. 93-99. In his
own writ ings Camper only briefly men tioned the res ults of his howler mon‐ 
key speech organ dis sec tion. Pet rus Camper, Natuurkun dige ver han delin gen
over den orang- outang (1782): 46-47.

107  Roger, p. 383.



The Collaboration ‘manqué:’ Petrus Camper’s Son at Montbard, 1785-1787

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

108  “Lettre écrite par M. Camper à M. de Buffon, datée de Klein- lankum, le
15 novembre 1778,” His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1789) sup ple ment 7, pp. 93-99.
The plate XXVII on p. 87, rep res ent ing the “Poche os seuse de la gorge de
l’al ou atte,” was made from Camper’s draw ing. This is in side the art icle “Sap‐ 
a jou, Ad di tion à l’Art icle de l’Al ou atte,” pp. 87-100.

109  Buffon [Lacépède], “Ad di tion à l’art icle des Orangs- outangs, Vol. XIV, in-
4.,̊ page 43,” His toire Naturelle (Paris, 1789) sup ple ment 7, pp. 1-29. Pages 6-
22 are cited from Al lamand’s sup ple ment 5 (“Ad di tion à l’art icle des Orangs- 
outangs, Volume XV, pag. 71”) and pages 22-29 are from Vos maer’s “De scrip‐ 
tion de l’espèce de singe aussi sin gulier que très rare, nommé orang- outang,
de l’isle de Borneo.”

110  J. N. S. Al lamand, “Ad di tion à l’art icle des Orangs- outangs, Volume XV,
pag. 71,” His toire Naturelle, Générale et Par ticuliere. Ser vant de Suite a L’His‐ 
toire des An imaux Quadrupèdes. Par M. Le Comte de Buffon. Supplément
Tome Cin quieme. Nou velle Édition (Am s ter dam: J. H. Schneider, 1785) vol. 34
or sup ple ment 5, pp. 45-48, plate XVIII. Arnout Vos maer, “De scrip tion de
l’espèce de singe aussi sin gulier que très rare, nommé orang- outang, de
l’isle de Borneo” (Am s ter dam: Meijer, 1778): 7, in Arnout Vos maer, [Regnum
An i male.] De scrip tion d’un re cueil ex quis d’an imaux rares, con sist ant en
quadrupèdes, oiseaux et ser pents, des Indes ori entales, et oc ci dentales. S’ayant
trouvés ci devant vivants aux ménageries ap par ten antes à son Altesse Mon‐ 
sei gneur le Prince d’Orange- Nassau (Am s ter dam: J. B. Elwe, 1804). Al lamand
cited Camper on p. 76 and Vos maer cited Camper on pp. 6-7 and p. 11.

111  “Nous devons ob server aussi que l’in di vidu femelle, dont M. de Buffon
rap porte les habitudes naturelles, d’après M. Vos maer (page 23), est le même
que celui dont il donne la de scrip tion & l’his toire, daprès M. Al lamand (page
15 du même art icle).” “Aver tisse ment par M. le Comte de la Cepède ...,” His‐ 
toire Naturelle (Paris, 1789) sup ple ment 7 or vol. 36, p. xi.

112  One copy is in the Bibliothèque Na tionale à Paris, S. 2828, and the other
in the UBL ms. BPL 247.96. Bots and Vis ser (2002): 68n7.

113  Pierre Camper, “De l’orang- outang, et de quelques autres espèces de
singes,” Œuvres de Pierre Camper, ed. A. G. Camper (Paris, 1803), vol. 1, pp. 1-
353.

114  Pet rus Camper, Ob ser va tions ana tomiques sur la struc ture intérieure et le
sque lette de plusieurs espèces de cétacés … publiées par … Adrien- Gilles
Camper … avec des notes par M. G. Cu vier (Paris, 1820), 2 vols. Ad ri aan Gilles
added a little in form a tion about a 9th spe cies: the orca. Ad ri aan Gilles cor ‐
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res pon ded with Cu vier for sev eral years about the fossils in his late father’s
cab inet. Their cor res pond ence is in the UBA.

115  Michel Lemire, “La France et les col lec tions du stathouder Guil laume V
d’Or ange,” Een Vor stelijke Dier en tuin: de Me na gerie van Willem V, eds. Bert
C. Slig gers and A. A. Wer theim (Zut phen: Wal burg In stituut, 1994): 87-114.

116  Camper marked the di verse skull bones of the dol phin with the help of
dif fer ent col ors seen from under, above, and side ways. This was a graphic
nov elty in the spe ci al ity.

117  “Her schep ping” or “gedaantever wis sel ing.”

118  “Camper fait naître d’un seul modèle, dont il ne fait qu’altérer la ligne fa‐ 
ciale, tous les an imaux, depuis l’homme jusqu’à la cigogne.” Denis Di derot,
“Eléments de physiolo gie,” Œuvres complètes, eds. J. As sezat and Maurice
Tourneux (Paris: Garnier Frères, 1875-1877) vol. 9, p. 264.

119  Love land (2006): 464.

120  Jeff Love land, “Daubenton’s Lions: From Buffon’s Shadow to the French
Re volu tion,” New Per spect ives on the Eight eenth Cen tury 1 (2004): 41-42.

121  “Av anthier j’ay eté au cours pub lic de D’Au benton au Coll[ège] Royal....
Chez D’Au benton il y avoit 30 auditeurs. Le pro fes seur dont vous con nois sez
l’étendue d’es prit en étoit au règne végétal. Il m’a pr esque fait dormir en
galo pant à tra vers l’his toire des lilae, des boutons à feuilles et fleurs etc. Au‐ 
jourd’hui il avoir pour sujet des nois ettes, des bois de buis et celle des
feuilles. De ma vie je n’ay vu ou en tendu chose plus stu pide ni plus puérile. Il
vous ra conte tout cela sans hausser ni bais ser la voix, sans al loc u tion ni ex‐ 
orde. Il com mence ainsi et cela d’une voix à peine assés forte pour l’en‐ 
tendre. Le nois et tier, c’est un arbre etc. etc. J’ay be soin de bien de pa tience!”
AGC- PC, Paris, 30 June 1785, UBA ms. X 22 s (V): 33.

122  Vis ser (1985): 145-146. Love land (2006): 464.

123  Daubenton, “De la de scrip tion des an imaux,” His toire Naturelle (Paris,
1753) vol. 4, p. 135.

124  Love land (2006): 464.

125  Vis ser (1985): 35. Pet rus Camper, Natuurkun dige ver han delin gen over
den orang- outang (1782): 28.
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English
The Dutch ana tom ist Pet rus Camper (1722-1789) was pleased that Buffon
wanted to co- write a book on the nat ural his tory of whales. His son, Ad ri aan
Gilles Camper (1759-1820), who was study ing in Paris, went to Mont bard to
dis cuss this pro ject. Al though Jacques de Sève com pleted his en grav ings
from Camper’s draw ings at Buffon’s ex pense by 1786, the ceta cean book was
pub lished posthum ously, 30 years later, under Camper’s name only. Among
the prob lems that led to their failed col lab or a tion were dif fer ences about
the di vi sion of the work, phys ical ail ments, polit ical prob lems, but, most of
all, the fun da mental clash between how they re garded nat ural his tory.
Buffon pri or it ized reader- friendly nat ural his tory over that based on ana‐ 
tom ical dis sec tion, which was para mount to Camper. Camper wrote his son
about Buffon that: “Des pite his [ana tom ical] mis takes, he taught me by his
ex ample to en vi sion things in the ab stract, to mix them, etc.” Buffon’s “Dis‐ 
cours,” on a new method for the life sci ences, in sisted that ana tom ical ac‐ 
curacies had to be in teg rated with syn thetic laws. While his book de tailed
eight ceta cean spe cies, Camper also spec u lated which of their ana tom ical
parts could be seen as vari ations of a com mon ver teb rate struc ture. He
drew a com par ison of the whale skull with the human skull. Buffon’s dis‐ 
course, pub lished when Pet rus Camper was only 27 years old, had evid ently
be come Camper’s lifelong in spir a tion. The Campers’ in cred ible ex er tions to
sat isfy a hoped- for col lab or a tion with the “great Buffon” can only be un der‐ 
stood in the con text that Pet rus Camper ac know ledged a great in tel lec tual
debt to Buffon in his own con tri bu tions.

Français
L’ana to miste hol lan dais Pe trus Cam per (1722-1789) était heu reux que Buf fon
vou lût écrire avec lui un livre sur l’his toire na tu relle des ba leines. Son fils,
Adriaan Gilles Cam per (1759-1820), qui étu diait à Paris, alla à Mont bard pour
dis cu ter de ce pro jet. Bien que Jacques de Sève eût ache vé ses gra vures des
des sins de Cam per aux dé pens de Buf fon en 1786, le livre des cé ta cés n’a été
pu blié après sa mort 30 ans plus tard que sous le nom de Cam per. Leur col‐ 
la bo ra tion a échoué par suite de dif fé rents sur la di vi sion du tra vail, les ma‐ 
la dies phy siques, les pro blèmes po li tiques, mais sur tout l’in com pa ti bi li té de
leurs vues sur l’his toire na tu relle. Buf fon met tait en avant une his toire na tu‐ 
relle agréable à lire, tan dis que Cam per pré fé rait une his toire na tu relle
basée sur le scal pel plu tôt que sur la spé cu la tion. Cam per écri vit à son fils à
pro pos de Buf fon: « Mal gré les er reurs il m’a ap pris par son exemple à en vi‐ 
sa ger les choses en grand, à com bi ner etc. » Le « Dis cours » de Buf fon, sur
une nou velle mé thode pour les sciences de la vie, in sis tait sur le fait que les
pré ci sions ana to miques de vaient être in té grées aux lois syn thé tiques. Tan‐ 
dis que son livre dé cri vait huit es pèces de cé ta cés, Cam per s’est aussi de‐ 
man dé les quelles de leurs par ties ana to miques pou vaient être vues comme
va ria tions d’une struc ture ver té brale com mune. Il a fait une com pa rai son
d’un crâne de ba leine et d’un crâne d’homme. Le dis cours de Buf fon, pu blié
quand Pe trus Cam per avait 27 ans, fut de toute évi dence l’ins pi ra tion de la
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vie en tière de Cam per. Les ef forts in croyables des Cam per pour as su rer une
col la bo ra tion dé si rée avec « le grand Buf fon » ne peuvent être com pris que
si l’on n’ou blie pas que Pe trus Cam per a re con nu dans ses propres contri bu‐ 
tions qu’il de vait une grande dette in tel lec tuelle à Buf fon.
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