
Pancrace Bessa (1772 - 1846) 

Drawing for the Herbier général de l’amateur: A Duchess of Gloucester’s Geranium
(Pelargonium solubile)

Watercolour and gouache, over a pencil underdrawing, heightened with gum arabic, on vellum. 
Signed P. Bessa in the lower left margin.
268 x 193 mm. (10 1/2 x 7 5/8 in.) [sheet]

 
Pancrace Bessa’s original watercolours for the Herbier général de l’amateur remained together for over
120 years. In 1826 the entire series of drawings on vellum was given by King Charles X (1757-1836) to
his daughter-in-law, the Duchesse de Berri, born Princess Caroline of Naples and Sicily (1798-1870).
They in turn passed to her sister, Princess Teresa Cristina of the Two Sicilies (1822-1889), wife and
consort of the Emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro II. Around 1890, the watercolours were given by Dom
Pedro to the newly appointed director of the Botanic Garden of Rio de Janeiro, the botanist João

Barbosa Rodrigues (1842-1909). They eventually passed to Paulo de Campos-Porto (1889-1968), the
grandson (by marriage) of Barbosa Rodrigues and also at one time the director of Botanic Garden in
Rio, where the drawings were exhibited in the summer of 1946. Bessa’s watercolours for the Herbier

général de l’amateur were also shown as a group in exhibitions held in Boston, San Francisco and New
York between 1946 and 1947, before finally being dispersed at auction in Los Angeles in November

1947. 

Forty-six watercolours by Bessa for the Herbier général de l’amateur are today in the Muséum national
d’Histoire naturelle in Paris. Other drawings on vellum by Bessa for the Herbier général, with the same

provenance as the present sheet, are in the collections of the Morgan Library and Museum in New York,
the Hunt Institute for Botanical Documentation at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, the

Broughton Collection at the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, the Royal Horticultural Society in



London, and elsewhere.

Also known as the Duchess of Gloucester’s geranium, the Pelargonium solubile was given its name by
the 19th century English botanist Robert Sweet, who noticed that water dissolves the colour of the

plant’s pale pink flowers. As Sweet wrote, ‘This beautiful plant is known in many of our collections by the
title of the Duchess of Gloucester's Geranium: we have named it from the curious circumstance of water

dissolving the colour of its petals, a circumstance which we first observed in a plant which had been
watered over the flowers in the greenhouse, and have often noticed it since, in plants out of doors, after
a shower of rain, or watering over head: we have likewise noticed the same effect in some other kinds

of nearly the same colours, but in a less degree...it is a robust and free-growing plant, continues in
flower a great part of the year, and will thrive in any tolerably good soil.’3 The description of this plant in

the Herbier général de l’amateur is taken largely from the first volume of Sweet’s Geraniaceae,
published in London two years earlier. 

 
Provenance:

Part of the complete set of drawings by Pancrace Bessa for the Herbier général de l’amateur,
commissioned from the artist by Charles X, King of France, with later provenance as follows: 

Presented by Charles X to his daughter-in-law, the Duchesse de Berri, in 1826
By descent to her sister, Teresa Cristina, later Empress Consort of Brazil, Rio de Janeiro

Given to João Barbosa Rodrigues, Rio de Janeiro
By descent to his widow, until sold at auction in Brazil in c.1922; Paulo Campos-Porto, Rio de Janeiro

His sale, Beverly Hills, Lewis S. Hart Gallery, 17 November 1947
Addison Fine Arts, San Francisco.

 
Exhibitions

Rio de Janeiro, Botanical Gardens, June 1946; Boston, American Association for the Advancement of
Science, December 1946; San Francisco, M. H. de Young Memorial Museum, 1947; New York, The

New York Botanical Garden, 1947.
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général de l’amateur, contenant la description, l’histoire, les propriétés et la culture des végétaux utiles

et agréables, Vol.VII, Paris, 1824, pl.498.

 
Artist description:

One the leading painters of flowers and fruit in the first half of the 19th century in France, Pancrace
Bessa was born in the Marais district of Paris. He was briefly a pupil of the engraver and botanical

illustrator Gerard van Spaendonck, but was most influenced by the work of Pierre-Joseph Redouté, with
whom he also studied; one of only a handful of men to do so, since most of Redouté’s pupils were

women. Bessa probably accompanied Redouté as part of Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt in 1798, and
later collaborated with him on the illustrations for François-André Michaux’s Arbres forestiers de

l’Amérique septentrionale, published between 1810 and 1813, and Aimé Bonpland’s Description des
plantes rares cultivées à Malmaison et à Navarre, which appeared in 1813. In 1808 Bessa published
his first work under his own name alone; a series of twenty-four stipple engravings entitled Fleurs et

Fruits gravés et coloriés sur les peintures aquarelles faites d’après nature. He appears to have enjoyed
depicting fruit, and other books he illustrated include Louis-Claude Noisette’s Le jardin fruitier, which

first appeared in 1813, and Etienne Michel’s Traité du citronier, published in 1816.

Bessa’s most important commission, however, was for a series of 572 watercolours on vellum to
illustrate Jean-Claude-Michel Mordant de Launay’s Herbier général de l’amateur, commissioned by



Charles X, King of France and arguably the most significant French flower book of the day. Published in
eight volumes, the project was begun in 1816 and the artist worked on the series until 1827. Bessa’s

beautiful watercolours were superbly reproduced for the book, in the form of hand-coloured engravings
by various printmakers, led by Pierre François Barrois. Bessa enjoyed the patronage and protection of
the Duchesse de Berri, to whom he was appointed flower painter in 1816 and drawing master in 1820,
and also worked for the Empress Joséphine Bonaparte. In 1823 he succeeded Van Spaendonck as

painter to the Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris, by whom he was commissioned to produce studies
of flowers on vellum. Bessa exhibited at the Salons between 1806 and 1831, when he retired to
Ecouen. Little is known of the last decade of his life; his last published work was the Flore des

Jardiniers, amateurs et manufacturiers, which appeared in 1836.

As highly regarded in his day as both van Spaendonck and Redouté, Bessa was, however, less prolific
than either. Nevertheless, his works were in great demand among wealthy French, Royal and foreign
collectors; as the contemporary French writer on art Charles Paul Landon noted in 1810, ‘So far as

flower and fruit pieces are concerned, there seems to be a strong competition between Redouté and
Bessa, being both equally talented, hard-working and successful.’ A modern scholar adds, ‘[Bessa]

stands head and shoulders above his contemporaries...his sense of floral structure and the vitality of his
watercolours are no doubt due to Redouté’s teaching and influence...his sincere, straightforward

approach qualifies him as an artist of considerable charm.’


