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Introduction 

This is the story of an early French Linnaean, 

focusing on his life during the years of the 

French Revolution (1789-1799). A naturalist 

during a long ago tumultuous time may at first 

appear to be an odd topic. However, I believe 

his story to be of potential relevance today. 

Increasingly, scientists are urged to act in the 

public sphere. It may then be useful to look a 

back on a period in which acting in the public 

sphere was common for naturalists. In addi-

tion, the little-known tale of Louis Bosc with it 

surprising turns and twists merits telling.  

Early years 

Louis Bosc (Fig. 1) was born in 1759, as Louis 

Bosc d'Antic, into a relatively well to do protes-

tant family. Both his grandfather and father 

were doctors. His father was a corresponding 

member of the Académie Royale des Sciences, 

writing on topics of both medicine and glass 

making. His mother, of a distinguished military 

family, died shortly after his birth and he spent 

his first 5 years in the care of a maternal aunt 

living in a small village and his second 5 years 

in with his re-married father in Servin, sur-

rounded at the time by the forests of Bassigny 

which he explored from early on. From age 10 

to 18 he attended a Jesuit college in Dijon and 

was destined for a military career in the artille-

ry given his family connections. However, he 

showed little inclination to pursue that path-

way and managed to obtain permission during 

his last 2 years to attend botany classes at the 

Academy of Sciences of Dijon. Louis Bosc's fa-

ther, after 2 failed ventures in glass manufac-

ture, returned to practicing medicine, but in 
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Paris, and with the distinction of being one of 

the Doctors to his Majesty the King. He brought 

his son Louis with him to Paris and through his 

connections, obtained in 1778 for the 19-year 

old, an administrative job in the Poste aux 

Lettres (Post Office) in Paris. 

Young Louis Bosc in Paris 

The young Bosc rose quickly through the ranks 

in the administration of the Poste aux Lettres 

to become secretary to one of the directors by 

1782. During his early years in Paris he at-

tended public classes in chemistry, mineralogy 

and notably those of Broussonet in Botany, his 

introduction to Linnaeus. However, it was at-

tending botany classes given by Jussieu in the 

Jardin du Roy in 1780 that Louis Bosc came to 

know the newly-wed couple M. and Mme. Ro-

land. The close relationship he developed with 

Rolands would play a very large role in the 

course of his life (Reynolds, 2012). 

In 1780, Jean-Marie Roland was a mature, 46 

year-old former inspector of manufactures 

married to the young (26 years old) and viva-

cious Marie-Jeanne Roland (Fig. 2). The Ro-

lands were in Paris because Jean-Marie Roland 

had been summoned to help draft new manu-

facturing regulations. Task accomplished in 

early 1781, the Rolands left for the provinces, 

not to return to Paris until 1791, year 2 of the 

Revolution. However, Louis Bosc and the Ro-

lands, especially Marie-Jeanne corresponded 

very frequently. In these early years, the Ro-

lands had a daughter Eudora, born in 1781 and 

Louis Bosc, a son, also named Louis, born out 

of wedlock in 1782. Both Eudora Roland and 

Louis Bosc, the son, will figure in the story of 

the revolutionary years. 

ZOOLOGIE 

Fig 1. Louis Bosc d'Antic Likely sometime before 1792 when he consistently 

dropped the "d'Antic", with its noble connotations, from his name.  

Fig 2. Marie-Jeanne (Manon) Roland and Jean Marie Roland (date unknown) from Plan (1909).  



 3 

Colligo 3 (1) 

The naturalist Louis Bosc in  
pre-Revolutionary Paris 

Unlike many eighteenth century naturalists, 

Louis Bosc had to work for a living. However, 

his work at La Poste aux Lettres, the lectures, 

and the field trips of courses at the Jardin du 

Roy did not keep Louis Bosc from working in-

dependently on diverse topics of natural histo-

ry. He published his first description of a new 

species of insect, Orthezia characias, in 1784 at 

age 25, and it is still a valid species today. He 

also wrote on methods of preserving larval 

insects (1785). By May of 1785 he was well-

enough known to be asked to join the French 

version of Captain Cook's voyages, the ill-fated 

La Pérouse Expedition as one of the expedition 

naturalists. Luckily for him, he followed the 

advice of Mme Roland and his superior at La 

Poste aux Lettres to decline the invitation 

(Perroud, 1902). Bosc remained in Paris 

working and writing on diverse topics such as 

caterpillar attacks on vineyards (1786), and the 

formation of ice (1788). He truly made his 

mark internationally as a naturalist in late 

1787 as one of the founding members of appa-

rently the very first Linnean Society, the Socié-

té Linnéenne de Paris, likely the most short-

lived Linnean Society. 

The Société Linnéenne de Paris existed only 

from December 1787 to December 1788. It was 

founded shortly after James Edward's Smith's 

second stay in Paris by Pierre-Marie-Auguste 

Broussonet, Guillaume-Antoine Olivier, and 

Louis-Auguste-Guillaume Bosc. Not long after 

the founding of the Paris society, both Bosc and 

Broussonet were among the first foreign mem-

bers of the Linnean Society of London, named 

in March 1788 (Beale, 1991). In France though, 

the new society was viewed with outright hos-

tility by some members of the Académie Royale 

des Sciences. Still today, it is unclear if the hos-

tility was to the Linnean system of classifica-

tion or simply to a self-proclaimed scientific 

society, that is one with no official sanction and 

therefor had no official existence (Hahn, 1971). 

In any event, it quickly became known that 

members of the Paris Society were not wel-

come in the Académie and were in fact unli-

kely to be nominated to it. Attendance at the 

weekly meetings declined and the last meeting 

was in late 1788 (Chappey, 2010), a few months 

before the fall of the Bastille. 

Bosc during the Constitutional 
Monarchy (1789-1792) 

The fall of the Bastille in 1789 is the symbolic 

beginning of the end of the absolute monarchy 

and that entailed major changes for natura-

lists. According to Hahn (1971) the end of the 

absolute monarchy corresponded with a new 

Freedom of Assembly, allowing formation of 

scientific societies, and the end of royal control 

over the press, allowing the creation of new 

serials. These changes together would elimi-

nate the near monopoly of the sciences held by 

the Académie des Sciences under the absolute 

monarchy. Of all the scientific establishments 

existing at the time, only the Jardin du Roy, re-

invented as the Muséum National d’Histoire 

Naturelle in 1793, would survive more or less 

intact due largely to the political dexterity of its 

naturalists (Spary, 2000). 

Among 'new' scientific societies was the Société 

d'Histoire Naturelle, founded on Friday August 

27th 1790, at 6:00 in the evening in the home of 

Louis Bosc. According to the minutes of the 

meeting “The Linnean Society having ceased its 

meetings for over a year... A member proposed 

to drop the name Société Linnéenne and to 

adopt the name Société d'Histoire Natu-

relle” (Chappey, 2010). The re-branded Linnean 

Society was devoted not only to investigations 

of natural history but also participation in so-

ciety at large. Louis Bosc was quite clear with 

regard to role of a naturalist during the revolu-

tionary period. About a month before the foun-

ding of the Société d'Histoire Naturelle de Pa-

ris, he sent a letter to James Smith thanking 

him for being named as a Foreign Member of 

the Linnean Society of London and publishing 

his first article in the Transactions (Fig. 3). Apo-

logizing for his late response to the honor 

Smith did him, Bosc pointedly wrote “One must 

be a citizen before being a naturalist. One must 

serve the country before satisfying de-

sires.” (Bosc, 1790). 

Not surprisingly then, Bosc and Broussonet, 

another founding member of the Société Lin-

néenne de Paris, were early members of the 

Société des Jacobins. Bosc was also a member 

of the 'Friends of the Constitution' and a regu-

lar contributor to the newspaper “La Patriote 

François” (Perroud, 1902). An example of Bosc's 

mixing of politics and natural history was his 
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organisation of the inauguration of a bust of 

J. J. Rousseau in the forest of Montmorency (the 

site of botanical field trips of classes in the Jar-

din du Roy) as great elaborate civic festival 

reported on in the newspaper “Révolutions de 

Paris” (Anon., 1791) and by himself in “Le Pa-

triote François” (Bosc, 1791e). 

Evidence of the civil engagement of the Société 

d'Histoire Naturelle (and its political ambi-

tions) was also evident in its petition (signed by 

Bosc and others) to the National Assembly in 

January 1791, asking for a naval expedition to 

follow the route of the La Pérouse Expedition 

and establish its fate. Other than perhaps fin-

ding any stranded survivors, the rescue opera-

tion was touted benefiting the nation as certain 

to bring back new useful plants to cultivate and 

establish new trading routes (Soc. Hist. Nat. 

Paris, 1791). Through the petition, the Société 

successfully placed itself in the role previously 

occupied solely by the Académie Royale, the 

original organizer of the La Pérouse Expedi-

tion, as both the Société and the Académie 

were consulted in organizing the new expedi-

tion (Hahn, 1971). 

In 1792 the Société published the Actes de la 

Société d'Histoire Naturelle. Although short-

lived, according to Hahn (1971), “Here were the 

true beginnings of a specialized scientific press 

in France, which was at last independent of the 

Academy.” Not surprisingly, Bosc published 

very extensively in the journal (Table 1) on a 

wide range of subjects even including descrip-

tions of an octopus and a lizard (Fig. 4). 

ZOOLOGIE 

Fig 3. The plate illustrating Bosc's 

first publication in the  

Transactions in 1791. Descriptions 

of two new species of Phalena. 

Transactions of the Linnean Society, 

1: 196-197 (Bosc, 1791a). 



 5 

Colligo 3 (1) 

ZOOLOGIE 

Table 1. Bosc's publications 

during the revolutionary 

years. 
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The Return of Bosc's friends,  
the Rolands 

Meanwhile, in February of 1791, the Rolands 

returned to Paris so that M. Roland could lobby 

the National Assembly to aid the finances of 

the city of Lyon. It was in mid-year in 1791 

when King Louis XVI attempted to flee France 

and was forcibly returned to Paris. Political 

divisions quickly appeared with regard to the 

role of the would-be refugee King, and the 

question of going to war as pre-emptive strike 

against foreign powers sympathetic to resto-

ring the absolute monarchy. The divisions led 

to political instability and turnover among mi-

nisters in the government. In March of 1792 M. 

Roland, as an uncontroversial candidate as a 

former inspector of manufactures, was asked 

to serve as Minister of the Interior. His tenure 

was short lasting only until June 1791. The King 

sacked Roland for his insistence that laws, pas-

sed to raise a new army, and subjecting priests 

to oaths of obedience to the constitution, be 

enacted. M. and Mme. Roland had not the time 

to wrap up their affairs and return to the pro-

vinces before their fortunes changed again. 

Events spiraled quickly with military defeats, 

the uprising of Paris, and culminated with im-

prisonment of the King. A constitutional mo-

narchy without a monarch was put in place by 

August, soon to become the Convention, and 

Roland was recalled to again head the ministry 

of the Interior in September 1792. The second 

ZOOLOGIE 

Fig 4. Illustrations from Bosc's 1792 

description of a cephalopod (Bosc, 

1792b) and a lizard (Bosc, 1792c) in 

the journal Actes de la Société  

d'Histoire Naturelle.  
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tenure was also short, ending with the trial and 

execution of the King in January 1793. Roland 

resigned and plans were made to quietly retire. 

However short Roland's tenures as Minister 

were, Louis Bosc profited quite well at least 

temporarily. During Roland's first tenure 

changes were made in the direction of La Poste 

aux Lettres and Bosc was named one of the 4 

"administrators" complete with official lodging. 

It was Mme. Roland who announced the happy 

news to Bosc (Perroud, 1902). Later, his high 

position in La Poste aux Lettres put Bosc in real 

danger but perhaps also saved him, allowing 

him to aid the Rolands. 

On May 31st of 1793 Bosc was arrested and 

charged with tampering with the mail, allo-

wing letters to be read. Later in the day he was 

released as keeping the La Poste aux Lettres 

functioning was judged to be vital by the Con-

vention, requiring the service of the top admi-

nistrators. That very same day, early in the 

evening, M. Roland was confronted by mem-

bers of the "Insurrectional Committee" sent to 

arrest him in his home. He successfully argued 

that the charges needed to be re-written and 

then he fled to Bosc's lodgings. Late in the night 

of May 31st, officials returned to the Rolands 

and arrested Mme. Roland. Bosc heard of Mme. 

Roland's arrest and went to fetch Eudora Ro-

land who was in the care of two housemaids. 

Bosc placed her with family friends who pre-

tended Eudora was their own adopted daugh-

ter. With Mme. Roland in prison, it fell to Bosc 

to help M. Roland escape Paris and save him-

self as well. 

Bosc took M. Roland to an old priory he had 

purchased few years earlier in the nearby 

countryside, near Saint-Prix and Montmoren-

cy, "Sainte-Radegonde", located about 20 km 

from Paris. Once there, Bosc took on the role of 

a country farmer. M. Roland remained hidden 

for about 3 weeks and then left for Rouen to 

stay with friends as Sainte-Radegonde was too 

close to Paris for safety. Bosc remained and 

stuck to the role of a simple farmer, staying 

until the end of "The Terror" in August 1794 

when Robespierre himself was sent to the guil-

lotine. During his time at Sainte-Radegonde, 

Bosc did not completely abandon his naturalist 

pursuits. An unpublished manuscript, dated 

September 1793, entitled "Spiders of the Forest 

of Montmorency described and drawn while I 

was hidden in Sainte-Radegonde during the 

Terror" is said to be in the library of the Mu-

séum d'Histoire Naturelle de Paris (Leroy, 

1970). 

For the first few months of his exile in the 

countryside, he made regular trips to Paris, 

and disguised as a simple countryman, visited 

Mme. Roland in prison bringing her news, 

flowers from the Jardin du Roy, and smuggling 

out her writings as she spent her months in 

prison writing her memoires. Bosc hid the me-

moires of Mme. Roland in his house. She even-

tually asked Bosc to end his visits as too dange-

rous and facing the inevitable, asked him to 

look after her daughter Eudora (Perroud, 

1902). Mme. Roland was sent to the guillotine 

on November 8, 1793. Two days later, M. Ro-

land, on hearing of her fate, killed himself 

(Perroud, 1895). Roland use the cane-sword 

Bosc had given him, perhaps presciently, for 

self-defense when he entered the Ministry (Le 

Guin 1966). Today the remains of Mme Roland 

are likely with those of most of the victims of 

the guillotine; their final resting place is the 

catacombs of Paris (Reynolds, 2012). 

By December 1794, Bosc had himself officially 

named as guardian of Eudora Roland and set 

about reclaiming her inheritance, the property 

of her parents. He also edited and published 

Mme. Roland's memoires and letters as both a 

tribute to her and to raise money for her 

daughter. The book of her memoires, “Appel à 

l'impartiale postérité” (Appeal to the impartial 

posterity) (Roland, 1795) sold over 12,000 co-

pies. Bosc's edition would establish Mme. Ro-

land as an iconic figure of the French Revolu-

tion (Outram, 1989). By 1798, an English tran-

slation was published in America (Roland, 

1798). Her story inspired writers such as Mary 

Shelly (Morrison, 2004) and Stendhal 

(character Mathilde de la Mole in Le Rouge et le 

Noir). 

Soon Louis Bosc, at age 37, developed feelings 

for his young ward, then 14 years old, only a 

year older than his son. They made plans to 

emigrate to America and start a new life. This 

complicated and controversial story (e.g., Did 

Bosc fall in love with a young version of Mme. 

Roland? Was young Eudora simply anxious to 

gain adult status?) was treated at length by 

Perroud as a romantic novella based on con-

temporary documents in “Le Roman d'un Gi-

rondin” (Perroud, 1914-1916), a historical ac-

count that was well regarded in the literary 

press (e.g. Lavivière 1924). Transcriptions of 

the poignant letters of Eudora Roland and 

Louis Bosc to each other and their mutual 

friends M. and Mme. Gosse, were published by 

Plan (1909). To be very brief, Bosc announced 

the engagement to his close friends who in-
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sisted he renounce his plans, arguing not only 

that age differences between the two were 

great but also it was unethical to marry one's 

ward especially when fighting to regain her 

inheritance. While Bosc was undeterred, he 

agreed to a separation to test the feelings of 

Eudora. After a few months of separation with 

many letters and only a few visits, Eudora 

wrote to Bosc a “Let us remain friends” letter, 

ending the engagement. The reaction of the 

heart-broken Bosc was to leave for America as 

quickly as he could (Perroud, 1914-1915). 

Bosc goes to America 

The following account of Bosc's time in Ameri-

ca is based largely on Beale 's well-documented 

“Bosc and the Exequatur” (1978). Before lea-

ving, Louis Bosc first set about to obtain a 

Foreign Service appointment in America and 

got a vague promise of receiving the next avai-

lable post. A friend from his days in botany 

classes at the Jardin du Roy, André Michaux, 

was in Charleston, in present day South Caroli-

na. Since 1785, Michaux had a botanical sta-

tion, “The French Garden” supported financial-

ly by the French government near Charleston. 

In August 1796, Louis Bosc with his son Louis, 

sailed to Charleston to join Michaux and per-

haps do some exploring with him while awai-

ting a diplomatic appointment. Ever the natu-

ralist, along the voyage to Charleston he made 

collections and observations of marine life 

(Fig. 5). 

ZOOLOGIE 

Fig 5. The plate illustrating the 

marine organisms from Bosc 

(1797a) that he studied during the 

1796 voyage from Bordeaux to 

Charleston. 
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Unfortunately for Bosc, his friend Michaux left 

Charleston, on nearly the same day Bosc left 

Bordeaux, bound for Paris to attempt to get his 

unpaid salary (Michaux & Sargent, 1888). Bosc 

and his son found themselves in Charleston at 

loose ends with only a small capital and spea-

king little English. They lodged in a boarding 

house and spent a good of deal time exploring, 

documenting, and collecting specimens to be 

sent back to France. Bosc would later formally 

describe many new species from his time in 

Charleston such a polychaete worm from the 

Bay of Charleston now known as Diopatra cu-

prea (Fig. 6), in a series of multi-volume mono-

graphs on "coquilles", "vers" and 

"crustacés" (Bosc, 1801a, b, c). Also, his speci-

mens, manuscript descriptions and drawings 

of a variety of organisms from his time in Char-

leston later would be used by others, such as 

Latreille and Daudin, to describe many new 

species (Harper, 1940).  

Communications with France were very poor 

and the first letter he got was not until May 

1797. It was from Michaux in Paris, and contai-

ned no news of a consular job nor of Eudora. 

However, at long last he got word that he was 

to be vice-consul of Wilmington. Alas, it was 

not to be. By the time the proper documents 

arrived in May 1798, relations between the 

United States and France had soured and US 

President Monroe refused to accept any exe-

quaturs, documents attesting to recognition of 

diplomatic status. Soon after, the French consu-

lar corps was told to sell all properties, issue 

passports to all French citizens who asked, do 

their best to secure archives, and prepare for 

any eventuality. The Charleston consul closed 

in July. In August of 1798 Bosc and his son 

along with the consul and his family as well as 

crates of specimens, descriptions, and dra-

wings, left Charleston to return to France via 

Corruna, Spain. Thus, Louis Bosc left the United 

States the same year that an American edition 

of his letters of Mme. Roland was published.  

Bosc back in France 

Bosc and his son landed in Corruna, Spain and 

made their way back to Paris on foot. All along 

their march across Northwest Spain, their bag-

gage including many specimens in a horse-

drawn cart, of 21 days, Bosc made copious 

notes, eventually publishing his observations 

on everything from the construction of the 

cart, to a new anthozoan, and mountain 

farmhouses (Fig. 7) in "Voyage en Espagne, à 

travers les royaumes de Galice, Léon, Castille-

Vieille, et Biscaye" (Bosc, 1800). They finally 

arrived back in Paris in November 1798. Bosc 

Fig 6. Plate 5 from Bosc 1802b showing the polychaete (1) now known 

as Diopatra cuprea (Bosc, 1802) he found in the Bay of Charleston.  

Fig 7. Plate from Bosc's account of his travels across  

Northwest Spain in late 1798 (Bosc, 1800).  
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still had friends in high places and was named 

an administrator of hospitals and prisons. 

However, he would soon return to scientific 

activities. In fact, Louis Bosc eventually finis-

hed his career as Professor where this story 

began, in Paris at the Jardin du Roy. In his last 

letter to James Smith, dated July 24 1826, 

exactly 36 years after his first letter, he res-

pectfully informed Smith of his new positions 

as Member of the Institut (the Académie des 

Sciences) and Professor au Jardin des Plantes 

(Bosc, 1826). Louis Bosc then was, at that time, 

one of very few professional naturalists, that 

holding an academic position. Unfortunately, 

he died but 2 years later of a respiratory infec-

tion. 

Bosc's legacy 

The contemporary eulogies on Bosc all underli-

ned, not only his scientific contributions, but 

also his outstanding loyalty to his friends, re-

gardless of circumstances (Cuvier, 1829; Du-

trouilh, 1829; Silvestre, 1829). Later entries on 

Bosc in collections of scientific biographies, less 

personal but not less admiring, end with poin-

ting out his devotion to popularising science 

(Lemercier, 1843), and naming him as a pio-

neer in practical natural history (Leroy, 1970). 

However, beyond this later rather brief entry 

by Leroy in the Dictionary of Scientific Bio-

graphy, the only substantial English language 

text on Bosc is by Damkaer in his “The Copepo-

dologist's Cabinet” (Damkaer, 2002). It appears 

that Bosc is likely better known to historians 

for his role with regard to the Rolands during 

the French Revolution than to biologists for his 

work as an early Linnean. Ironically perhaps, 

today his name is probably more closely asso-

ciated with a pear, the Bosc pear, named in his 

honor but not characterized by him (Van Mons, 

1819), than either the history of the French 

Revolution or natural history. Although today 

not well known, Louis Bosc can be said to have 

been a model Linnean Naturalist. 

Bosc's collections 

Many of specimens Bosc collected still reside in 

the Muséum National d'Histoire Naturelle de 

Paris. His insect collection was bought by the 

Muséum from his widow in 1828. The collec-

tion was noted as precious by Silberman (1835) 

because it contained rare specimens not found 

in any other collection. However, today, his 

specimens appear to be scattered among other 

collections. For example, Milne-Edwards et 

al. (1850) catalogue of coleopterids mentions 

Bosc's specimens for many species but makes 

no mention of a specific Bosc collection. 

Likewise the hymenopterids specimens from 

his insect collection, likely the largest of his 

collections, are scattered among others in the 

Muséum, with his specimens only recognizable 

from the distinctive labels (Notton, 2007). It is 

likely that many of Bosc's specimens were lost 

or destroyed by insects as suggested by the re-

port by Cambefort (2006), noting that all the 

coleopterans specimens attributable to Bosc 

were contained in a single small box of 8x10''. 

Bosc's species descriptions 

The species first described by Louis Bosc 

(currently recognized) number 69 and of these 

20 were published during the Revolutionary 

Period (1789-1799). The descriptions of Bosc 

represent a very diverse set of organisms from 

a very wide range of habitats. He described 

large numbers of insects, mollusks, crus-

taceans, and polychaete worms but he is also 

credited with describing mushrooms, birds and 

even a salp from the marine plankton. 

The species descriptions were published by 

Bosc over the period of 1784 to 1830. As men-

tioned above, many of the descriptions were 

based on collections made during his extended 

stay (1796-1798) in what is now South Carolina 

(Beale 1978) during the Revolutionary Period. 

Most of these descriptions appeared in his mo-

nographs of 1801. The last of his descriptions, 

of a lizard (Bosc 1830), published after his 

death, is credited to Bosc as the description was 

based on his notes, drawings, and specimens; 

this was the case for several vertebrate species 

descriptions now credited to Bosc (Harper 

1940). The complete list of species currently 

attributed to Bosc, with bibliographic details, is 

given the Appendix. 

Conclusion 

Here was shown the complicated personal and 

professional life of Louis Bosc during the Revo-

lutionary Period. The considerable scientific 

output of Louis Bosc during the period is re-

markable. Furthermore, it was also a period of 

Bosc's engagement in political and scientific 

societies. Louis Bosc deserves recognition as 

pioneer naturalist who made significant contri-

butions to natural history during difficult 

times. 
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