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HILT'S THE BRITISH HERBAL (1756-1757) 

William T. Stearn (London) * 

Summary 

John Hill's The British Herbal was published in 52 parts between 24 January 1756 and 
28 January 1757. Each part normally consisted of two sheets (8 pages) and three plates or of 
three sheets (12 pages) and two plates. A detailed list of contents of the parts and of the 
precise dates of publication is given, based on announcements in a London daily news- 
paper, the Public Advertiser. 

Hill's nomenclature and taxonomy, and especially the status of his names under the Inter- 
national Code of Botanical Nomenclature, are briefly discussed. 

The English apothecary, physician, botanist and miscellaneous writer John Hill 

(1716-75) is distinguished from other authors of the same name in the British 
Museum's General Catalogue of Printed Books as 'Hill (John) M.D., calling himself 
Sir John Hill', while his wife is listed as 'Hill (Henrietta) Mrs., calling herself Lady 
Hill', entries with an invidious flavour characteristic of most comment on Hill. 
He published some 76 works, of which at least sixteen deal with plants, among these 

being The British Herbal (1756-57) in one folio volume and The Vegetable System 
(1759-73) in 26 folio volumes. They supply proof enough of his industry; it is their 
worth which was long in doubt. For the whole of the 19th century botanists either 

ignored them completely or dismissed them as the valueless products of a prolific 
botanical hack, thereby reflecting the general opinion about his novels and plays. 
These, together with his ludicrous efforts to gain fortune and fame as an actor and 
his vain and quarrelsome disposition, brought him little but notoriety among his 
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contemporaries, one of whom referred to him as 'only a little paltry dunghill' and 
another of whom addressed him as 

'Thou essence of dock, valerian and sage, 
At once the disgrace and pest of the age' 

but, well able to take care of himself in coarse and sarcastic wordy battles, Hill must 
have enjoyed such controversy and its attendant publicity or he would not have 
indulged in so much of it himself; he certainly rough-handled the Royal Society with 
salutary effect (cf. Emery, 1942; Woodruff, 1926) even though he did not come off 
so well in his disputes with Henry Fielding, Garrick and Christopher Smart. He had 
more than a little in common with Richard Bradley (d. 1732). Disparagement of 
Hill, who was a man of great scientific ability and versatility (cf. Hill, T. G., 1913) 
but who obviously made himself heartily detested, continued after his death. Hill had, 
however, enlivened British botany during a rather dull period and, as Pulteney 
admitted in 1790, 'had favourable influence in promoting the science in general 
though not the Linnaean modification of it in particular.' The nomenclatural impor- 
tance of his British Herbal did not become apparent until 1905 when G. C. Druce 
called attention to it as a work in which many generic names of Tournefort suppress- 
ed by Linnaeus in 1753 or earlier were re-established. In 1914 Druce listed the generic 
names whose post-1753 publication is to be attributed to Hill rather than to Moench, 
Gilibert and others. Himself a pharmacist and botanical author often in disagreement 
with his contemporaries, Druce had much fellow-feeling for Hill and in 1926 and 
1930 he went yet further in his rehabilitation of Hill's botanical repute. He 
added to his Flora of Buckinghamshire and his Flora of Northamptonshire detailed 
appreciations of the British Herbal with many examples of Hill's perspicacity in 
restoring 'genera which Linnaeus had wantonly and incorrectly merged with others'. 
This work is now accepted as the place of first valid publication of Centaurium, 
Chamaepericlymenum, Cymbalaria, Levisticum, Libanotis, Petroselinum, Phyllitis, 
Radiola, etc. 

The title, The British Herbal: an History of Plants and Trees, Natives of Britain, 
cultivated for Use or raised for Beauty does not fully indicate its scope, as 
it deals with many exotic species grown in Britain as well as with indigenous ones. 
These are designated sometimes by the generic name alone, e.g. in monotypic genera 
as Dortmanna, Euonymus, Mandragora and Melissophyllum, sometimes by biverbal 
names, as Scrophularia vulgaris and S. aquatica, sometimes by phrase-names, as S. 
foliis minoribus, S. floribus virescentibus, S. flore luteo, S. lutea laciniata, S. urticae 
folio and S. foliis pinnatis. Such specific names in no way conform to the system of 
consistent binomial nomenclature for species used in Linnaeus's Species Plantarum 
(1753), hence Hill's incidental two-word specific names (pseudobinomials) scattered 
through the work, such as Phalangium minimum and Linagrostis vulgaris, have no 
validity and the new combinations based upon them by Druce in 1914, such as 
Tofieldia minima and Eriophorum vulgare, have to be treated as illegitimate new 
names. 

Hill's British Herbal is indeed mentioned in the International Code of Botanical 
Nomenclature Art. 23 as a work 'in which the Linnaean system of binary nomen- 
clature for species was not consistently employed' and his name Abutilon album is 
there cited as an example of a descriptive phrase-name reduced to two words in such 
a work and hence to be rejected. Under Art. 20 Hill's generic name Radicula 
exemplifies a name to be rejected because it coincides with a morphological term and 
was not accompanied by a specific name in accordance with the Linnaean method 
of binary nomenclature. 

Hill evidently studied Linnaeus's Genera Plantarum with care but nevertheless 
accepted neither his nomenclature nor his taxonomy. He objected to Linnaeus's all 
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too frequent rejection of 'the received and antient name' of a genus and to his fusion 
of genera distinguished by Tournefort. Hence he continually criticized Linnaean 
procedure as he justified his own. Regarding Linnaeus's treatment of the Legumino- 
sae, for example, Hill remarked: 'This author says, that, in the leguminous tribe, the 
shape of the fruit alone is not to determine a genus to be distinct. But these are 
arbitrary words. Fancy may dictate laws in this case, but Nature has established 
none. It is certain that the difference of the fruit is a sufficient mark for the distinc- 
tion of genera among the leguminous plants'. Most of Linnaeus's contemporaries viewed 
his innovations in the same critical and independent spirit. Hill intended the British 
Herbal for the growing British book-buying public with an interest in plants for 
ornament as well as for medicine but with little technical botanical knowledge. 
Consequently he wrote it in English, not Latin. It was Hill's use of English in his 
botanical publications that later (30 Dec. 1771) caused the Dutch professor J. Burman 
to remark regretfully to Linnaeus that 'a learned man ought to write for the learned 
in the universal language formerly always used by the old authors, i.e. Latin' (doctus 
sane debet scribere pro doctis in lingua catholica a veteribus olim semper usitata, id 
est Latina). This popular character of Hill's British Herbal made it a financial 
success but subsequently caused its scientific merit to be overlooked. Comparison with 
Linnaeus's extremely methodical works is invidious even though necessary for nomen- 
clatural purposes. Hill's generic descriptions just suffice. That of the hart's-tongue 
fern, Phyllitis, for example, simply states: 'The plant consists of an undivided leaf; 
and the seeds are disposed in long streaks on the back'. There follows a short account 
of the common hart's-tongue, Hill's Phyllitis vulgaris, illustrated on his t. 74, which 
establishes the type of the generic name. Most of Hill's generic descriptions are 
similar in style to that of Chamaepericlymenum, now accepted by many modern 
authors as distinct from Cornus: 

'CHAMAEPERICLYMENUM. 
The flower is composed of four petals, of an oblong form. The cup is small, and is divided into 
four segments at the edge. The fruit is a large berry, of an uneven surface, composed of 
several smaller round ones. 

Linnaeus places this among the tetrandria monogynia, joining it with the cornus, but 
improperly. 

There is but one known species of the genus, and that is common to Britain, and the other 
northern parts of Europe'. 

Hill added a description of the species, then a note on synonymy: 'C. Bauhine calls it 
Periclymenum tertium sive humile. Others, Chamaepericlymenum. It obtained this name, the 
English of which is Dwarf honeysuckle, from those who saw the fruit, and not the flower.' 

Since other authors of this period were independently re-establishing Tournefortian 
genera simply by continuing to accept them in their publications in defiance or 

ignorance of Linnaeus's procedure, it has become necessary to ascertain as exactly 
as possible the course of issue of Hill's British Herbal. Rothmaler in 1944 (p. 30) 
stated that 'einige Lieferungen' had appeared in 1756 and 'bis Lieferungen 35 
erschienen, Anf. 21. Kl.' by September 1757 and the 'Schlusslieferungen' in 1758. 
He nowhere stated the evidence but manifestly his placing of the last parts in 1758 
refers to the second impression, the publication of which did not begin until after the 

completion of the first impression; this was issued in 52 parts between January 1756 
and January 1757. Peter Collinson, evidently mindful of Siegesbeck's scurrilous 
attack upon Linnaeus as a botanical pornographer, wrote to Linnaeus about Hill's 
British Herbal on 12 May 1756: 'Dr. Hill is publishing a history of plants, of which 
I send you a specimen. As he proceeds through the genuses, he criticizes your method, 
but not like the foul-mouthed Germans. He treats you like an Englishman, with 
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decency and good manners' (J. E. Smith, Select. Corresp. Linnaeus 1: 38. 1821). One 
hopes that this re-assured the touchy and egotistical princeps botanicorum. Reviews 
in the Gottingische Anzeigen 1757: 276-277 (March 1757), 732-734 (June 1757), 
962-965 (Aug. 1757), 1060-1062 (Sept. 1757) made the learned German-reading 
public aware of its existence but these are belated. More precise information about 
the issue of Hill's British Herbal lies buried amid advertisements of plays, of wines, 
houses, horses, pictures, ships etc. for sale, of cures for venereal disease, impotency 
and barrenness, of the fitting out of privateers to cruise against the French, of the 
eradication of bed-bugs, of lectures and dancing classes, of new publications, of 

appeals by imprisoned debtors, of rewards for the recovery of stolen property and 
for information about malefactors and many other such matters which crowd the 
columns of the London daily newspaper the Public Advertiser, nos. 6615-6950 (9 Jan. 
1756-28 Jan. 1757). Thus the Public Advertiser no. 6615 (9 Jan. 1756) contains 

'Proposals at large... for printing in weekly Numbers (at Six-pence each) A British 
Herbal by John Hill M.D.' and states that 'Number I will be published on Saturday 
the 24th of January'. No. 6626 (22 Jan. 1756) states that 'Saturday next will be 
published Number 1' and no. 6628 (24 Jan. 1756) that it 'this day is published'. 
Further advertisements here, as also in the London Evening Post, supply enough 
information about the issue of many later parts for that of unlisted parts to be 
deduced. Each part normally consisted of two sheets (8 pages) and three plates or of 
three sheets (12 pages) and two plates. Fortunately the first page of each part bears 
the number of the part at its foot, thus the text contents of each part are evident; 
their plates can be deduced. This information taken from the work itself does not 

agree completely with the information as to contents given in the advertisements, but 
these were evidently sometimes repeated with a change of part-number but without 

checking of the number of sheets and plates in that part. Each plate illustrates about 

twenty plants; these little figures with their English names were probably useful 
at the time, as representing the habit of some 1,400 species, but otherwise have no 

particular scientific or aesthetic merit. 

Publication was as follows: 

No. 1, title, dedication, pp. 1-12, pl. 1 ........ 

13- 20, pls. 2, 3 ................ 
21- 32, pl. 4 .................... 
33- 40, pls. 5, 6 ............... 
41- 52, pl. 7 .................... 
53- 64, pl. 8 ....... ............. 
65- 72, pls. 9, 10 ................ 
73- 84, pl. 11 .................. 
85- 92, pl. 12 ................ 
93-104, pl. 13 .................. 

105-112, pls. 14, 15 ............. 
113-124, pl. 16 ................ 
125-132, pls. 17, 18 .... ...... 
133-144, pl. 19 .................. 
145-152, pls. 20, 21 .............. 
153-164, pl. 22 ................ 
165-172, pls. 23, 24 ............. 
173-184, pl. 25 ................. 
185-192, pls. 26, 27 ............. 
193-204, pl. 28 ................. 
205-212, pls. 29, 30 ............. 

24 Jan. 1756 (P.A. 6628, 
L.E.P. 4401) 
Jan. 1756 

7 Feb. 1756 (P.A. 6640) 
14 Feb. 1756 (P.A. 6646) 
23 Feb. 1756 (P.A. 6652) 

March 1756 
March 1756 
March 1756 

20 March 1756 (P.A. 6679) 
31 March 1756 (P.A. 6688) 

April 1756 
12 April 1756 (P.A. 6699) 

April 1756 
6 May 1756 (P.A. 6716) 

May 1756 
15 May 1756 (P.A. 6724) 

May 1756 
22 May 1756 (P.A. 6729) 
29 May 1756 (P.A. 6738) 

June 1756 
12 June 1756 (P.A. 6750) 

DECEMBER 1967 

2 pp. 
3 pp. 
4 pp. 
5 pp. 
6 pp. 
7 pp. 
8 pp. 
9 pp. 

10 pp. 
11 pp. 
12 pp. 
13 pp. 
14 pp. 
15 pp. 
16 pp. 
17 pp. 
18 pp. 
19 pp. 
20 pp. 
21 pp. 

497 

This content downloaded from 212.238.120.34 on Sat, 5 Apr 2014 08:59:46 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


No. 22 pp. 213-224, pl. 31 ................. 
,, 23 pp. 225-232, pls. 32, 33 .............. 
,, 24 pp. 233-244, pl. 34 .................. 
,, 25 pp. 245-252, pls. 35, 36 ............. 
,, 26 pp. 253-264, pl. 37 .................. 
,, 27 pp. 265-272, pls. 38, 39 .............. 
,, 28 pp. 273-284, pl. 40 ................. 
,, 29 pp. 285-292, pl. 41 .................. 
,, 30 pp. 293-308, pl. 42 .................. 
,, 31 pp. 309-316, pls. 43, 44 .............. 
,, 32 pp. 317-328, pl. 45 .................. 
,, 33 pp. 329-336, pls. 46, 47 .............. 
,, 34 pp. 337-348, pl. 48 ................. 
,, 35 pp. 349-356, pls. 49, 50 ............. 
,, 36 pp. 357-368, pl. 51 .................. 
,, 37 pp. 369-380, pl. 52 .................. 
,, 38 pp. 381-388, pls. 53, 54 .............. 
,, 39 pp. 389-400, pl. 55 .................. 
,, 40 pp. 401-408, pls. 56, 57 .............. 
,, 41 pp. 409-420, pl. 58 ................. 
,, 42 pp. 421-428, pls. 59, 60 .............. 
,, 43 pp. 429-440, pl. 61 ................. 
,, 44 pp. 441-448, pls. 62, 63 .............. 
,, 45 pp. 449-460, pl. 64 .................. 
,, 46 pp. 461-468, pls. 65, 66 ............. 
,, 47 pp. 469-480, pl. 67 ................. 
,, 48 pp. 481-488, pls. 68, 69 .............. 
,, 49 pp. 489-500, pl. 70 .................. 

,, 50 pp. 501-512, pl. 71 .................. 
,, 51 pp. 513-524, pls. 72, 73 .............. 
,, 52 pp. 525-536, pls. 74, 75 .............. 

22 June 1756 (P.A. 6754) 
June 1756 

3 July 1756 (P.A. 6762) 
13 July 1756 (P.A. 6769) 

July 1756 
July 1756 

3 Aug. 1756 (P.A. 6776) 
9 Aug. 1756 (P.A. 6781) 

16 Aug. 1756 (P.A. 6787) 
23 Aug. 1756 (P.A. 6793) 

Aug. 1756 
4 Sept. 1756 (P.A. 6804) 

Sept. 1756 
25 Sept. 1756 (P.A. 6848) 
30 Sept. 1756 (P.A. 6848) 

Oct. 1756 
13 Oct. 1756 (P.A. 6859) 

Oct. 1756 
28 Oct. 1756 (P.A. 6872) 

Nov. 1756 
Nov. 1756 

11 Nov. 1756 (P.A. 6894) 
Nov. 1756 
Nov. 1756 
Dec. 1756 
Dec. 1756 

20 Dec. 1756 (P.A. 6927) 
8 Jan. 1757 (P.A. 6943, 

L.E.P. 4552) 
Jan. 1757 
Jan. 1757 

28 Jan. 1757 (P.A. 6950, 
L.E.P. 4560) 

The success of the British Herbal led the publishers to begin the publication of a 

'Royal Impression of that elegant and useful work' on 29 January 1757 immediately 
following the completion of the first impression. This had the plates coloured and 
was published at 3 shillings 6 pence a weekly part. It was evidently this impression 
which led Rothmaler to state that the last part of the British Herbal was published 
in 1758. 
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