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Natural history and medicine encountered, early in their histories, an interesting paradox:
although sciences of the living, they nonetheless relied on the study of inanimate specimens.
The proper conservation of anatomical remains, both human and animal, posed an ongoing
problem for centuries, meaning that artificial substitutes were often the only option. Their
creation was generally entrusted to skilled craftsmen or artists who were charged with
imitating nature to the highest degree of illusionism and capturing the form and expression of
living specimens. Put at the service of the sciences, the power of art entailed breathing life
into dead matter and thereby deceiving, even for a brief moment, the beholder. If the pursuit
of artistic liveliness, or vividness, has long been a topic in art history, particularly in the study
of sculpture,[1] it has not been sufficiently addressed in the fields of natural history and
medicine.[2]

Yet, this artistic phenomenon played an important role in the constitution and demonstration
of scientific knowledge, in addition to inciting much debate and material experimentation.[3]
Attempts to keep natural specimens in wax or to design biological models in glass constitute
only a few examples of these endeavors (Figs. 1 and 2).[4] A desire for vividness also
prompted the development of complementary strategies that were meant to influence the
spectator’s confrontation with such specimens. Along with borrowing representational
conventions and techniques from the fine arts,[5] the visual language of science
simultaneously adopted practical and structural elements like display cases, frames, and
pedestals in all kinds of materials and forms. These devices functioned not only to protect
the objects and facilitate their manipulation but also to isolate them and enhance their
visibility.[6] In short, they “define[d] and g[a]ve voice to”[7] the objects they presented, thus
contributing to a specimen’s efficacy and effect.
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LEFT: Fig. 1. Plant Casts in Wax, c. 1780-1820. Organic materials and wax, 21 x 30 cm. Goethe-
Nationalmuseum, Weimar. © Klassik Stiftung Weimar/Walter Oppel.


RIGHT: Fig. 2. Rudolf Blaschka, Iris Versicolor L., 1896. Flameworked Glass, 87 x 60 x 15 cm. Harvard
Museum of Natural History, Cambridge, MA. © The Archives of Rudolf and Leopold Blaschka and the

Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.

Specialists who prepared scientific specimens were aware of this potential and frequently
employed such staging devices in order to reinforce the realism of their creations. The most
common expression of this strategy consisted of setting the specimens in a naturalistic
environment—for example, replacing pedestals with branches, whether artificial or not.[8]
Commenting on this type of practice in eighteenth-century France, the naturalist Pierre Jean
Claude Mauduyt de la Varenne observed that it “increases the illusion” and “spreads the
appearance of life.” He continued, however, by warning about the risk of going too far with
naturalistic ornamentation, which could break the illusion of reality and underline the
falseness of the specimens.[9] But other, more subtle resources were also effectively
deployed to blur the distinction between dead and living organisms. The tableau format, used
for the presentation of natural history specimens, was one of them. Examining several key
examples of natural history tableaux fabricated in Europe during the long eighteenth century,
this article will focus on the tableau concept—as both a structural and a visual entity—and
will demonstrate how this mode of representation shaped the creation of lifelike specimens
situated at the intersection of art history and the history of science.

Natural History Tableaux

The tableau occupied a central place in the ideas and practices of early modern Europe.
Building on Michel Foucault’s affirmation that “the center of knowledge in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries is the tableau,”[10] Annette Graczyk has recently demonstrated the
importance of this concept in science, art and literature.[11] Moreover, for eighteenth-century
arts and theater, Michael Fried has shown that the notion was far more ambiguous than one
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might suspect, emphasizing in particular Shaftesbury’s influence on its theorization.[12] In his
short essay “Jugement d’Hercule,”[13] published in 1712 and translated one year later into
English, the philosopher defined what he termed “Tableau” in French and “Tablature” in
English:

[W]e may give to any particular Work the name of Tablature, when the Work is in reality
“a Single Piece”, comprehended in one View, and form’d according to one single
Intelligence, Meaning, or Design; which constitutes a real Whole, by a mutual and
necessary Relation of its Parts, the same as of the Members in a natural Body.[14]

Shaftesbury combines two definitions in his concept of “Tableau/Tablature.” The first consists
of the strict meaning of the term, the most common and literal one, which refers to a defined,
moveable surface bearing an artistic representation (i.e. a canvas, but not a fresco). It
follows in this instance the sense of the word’s Latin root, Tabula, which originally denoted a
rigid support—whether in gold, ivory, silver, stone, or wood—specifically prepared to receive
an inscription or an image.[15] The second definition expands the notion to one having a
broader aesthetic signification, namely a visual structure or representation conceived as an
organic whole.

This second definition is of particular interest to us. The principle of the whole articulated
here by Shaftesbury is a well-known element of the eighteenth-century concept of painting.
[16] The underlying idea maintained that, thanks to its unity, the tableau was offered in a
single glance to the beholder, thus becoming immediately intelligible. This instantaneity of
the gaze participated in the effect that the painting could make on its viewer. According to
Michael Fried, paraphrasing Roger de Piles’ Cours de peinture par principes, “a painting […]
had first to attract and then to arrest and finally to enthrall the beholder, that is, a painting had
to call to someone, bring him to a halt in front of itself, and hold him there as if spellbound
and unable to move.”[17] In his text de Piles developed the thought even further, associating
the magnetic force of painting with its ability to entertain and instruct the spectator.[18]
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LEFT: Fig. 3. Gaetano Giulio Zumbo, The Plague (detail), 1691-1694. Colored and molded wax relief,
approx. 90 x 90 x 45 cm. “La Specola” Museum of Natural History, Florence. © akg-images/Orsi

Battaglini.

RIGHT: Fig. 4. Gaetano Giulio Zumbo, The Plague, 1691-1694. Colored and molded wax relief,

approx. 90 x 90 x 45 cm. “La Specola” Museum of Natural History, Florence. © Nick Ballon Photography.

A direct legacy of René Descartes’s theory of memory, this assumption of a correlation
between the experience of profound impressions and the production of knowledge was a
cornerstone of eighteenth-century pedagogy.[19] As Anke Te Heesen has shown, images—
and particularly tableaux—played an important role in education as instruments of
knowledge.[20] In their Cours complet d’anatomie, Arnaud-Éloi Gautier Dagoty and Nicolas
Joseph Jadelot asserted that:

In order to instruct men, one needs to appeal to the attraction of pleasure; but how can
one render the image of death agreeable? However, Anatomy asks for more tableaux
than arguments; the most learned treatises do not give an exact idea of their objects if
nature is not under the eyes of those who study them.[21]

It is therefore not surprising that the form of the tableau flourished in natural history and in
other scientific disciplines. Some particularly relevant examples include Gaetano Giulio
Zumbo’s colored wax tableaux, such as The Plague (Figs. 3 and 4) kept in the national
history museum “La Specola,” which are today recognized as the first instances of
anatomical wax modeling;[22] Josef Bonavita Blank’s Musivgemälde, mosaic paintings made
of feathers, cobwebs, mosses, and other natural materials, bought in 1803 for the natural
history cabinet of Würzburg University;[23] and André Pierre Pinson’s anatomical wax
tableaux made for Louis-Philippe II, Duke of Orléans’s private cabinet (Fig. 5).[24] By staging
the specimens and presenting them as a whole, the tableaux reinforced their effect. The
arrangements were thereby better able to strike the beholder’s imagination and help him or
her remember and successfully assimilate scientific lessons. A comparable dynamic appears
in the powerful rhetoric employed by natural historians and anatomists, where the vividness
of their descriptions were meant to leave a deep impression on their readers.[25] Johann
Wolfgang and August von Goethe’s bird collection provides another illustration of this
process, one worth addressing in more detail.
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Fig. 5. André Pierre Pinson, Chicken Egg Development, before 1793. Colored and molded wax
relief, 42 x 54 x 8 cm. Muséum national d’histoire naturelle, Paris. © Muséum national d’histoire

naturelle – Direction des bibliothèques et de la documentation.

Johann Wolfgang and August von Goethe’s Bird Collection

While Johann Wolfgang von Goethe is known mostly for his literary work, ranging from
novels to aesthetic criticism to scientific texts, he was also an accomplished collector of
prints, drawings, and scientific specimens.[26] In Weimar he assembled a vast natural history
cabinet composed of over 23,000 objects.[27] His son August followed the same path and,
after his premature death in 1830, both collections were merged to form the ensemble still
kept in the Goethe-Nationalmuseum. The birds represent a small part of this assemblage as
only twenty-one of them are mentioned in the catalogue made by Johann Christian
Schuchardt at the request of Goethe’s heirs.[28] They are mounted in glass-covered boxes
with painted backgrounds (Figs. 6 and 7). At the time, it was common for stuffed animals to
be kept in sealed cases for conservation reasons.[29] What is unusual, however, is the birds’
display in a pictorial setting.
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LEFT: Fig. 6. Robin Redbreast, before 1790. Stuffed bird and painted background, 30 x 23 x 12 cm.
Goethe-Nationalmuseum, Weimar. © Klassik Stiftung Weimar/Thomas Korn.


RIGHT: Fig. 7. Kingfisher, before 1790. Stuffed bird and painted background, 28 x 22 x 11 cm. Goethe-
Nationalmuseum, Weimar. © Klassik Stiftung Weimar/Thomas Korn.

Looking at the kingfisher (Fig. 7), Karen Wonders described it as an early example of a
habitat diorama, one that emphasized illusionism through a combination of high-quality
taxidermy and naturalistic composition: “[t]he background vegetation […] is rendered in a
pointillistic style to emphasize how the colouration pattern of the bird blends into its natural
surroundings.”[30] Designating this object as an early diorama is most certainly correct, but
the recurring décor for different species of birds goes against the idea of a conscious
correlation between bird type and “habitat” (Figs. 6 and 7). Instead the painted backgrounds
are uniform, an effect that was probably done for practical and financial reasons but that had
the added advantage of contributing to the pedagogical purposes of the collection. While
these backgrounds are realistic enough to please the eye and attract the beholder, they are
also similar enough to invite the viewer to establish comparisons between the various birds.
Furthermore, setting the animals in such an environment facilitates the second step of the
learning process: the direct recognition of the species outside the cabinet, in nature.[31]

Among the specialists who participated in the creation of such bird cases was Johann
Ehrenfried Schumann, a theater painter active in Weimar at the court of Duke Carl August of
Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach. His involvement is representative of the increasing tendency during
the eighteenth century to employ painters as practitioners in the field of taxidermy.[32]
In 1794, the naturalist Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck, a professor tasked with selecting an aide-

https://www.journal18.org/wp-content/uploads/fig._6-7.jpg


7/17

naturaliste[33] for the Muséum, chose the painter Jean Baptiste Simon Ferdinand
Desmoulins over the soon-to-be-famous anatomist Georges Cuvier, the latter being
considered “more savant than artist.”[34] Lamarck’s comment not only draws a clear line
between the occupation of the aide-naturaliste and that of the savant, but also indicates the
kinds of talents and expertise necessary for fulfilling such a position. Interestingly enough, a
similar distinction can be found in taxidermy handbooks of the time, where the importance of
the preparator’s artistic abilities are recognized: “One can compare the Artist who is
mounting a bird to a Painter making a portrait.”[35] Far from being insignificant, the
contribution of painters to taxidermy reveals the type of effects sought and material
strategies used in order literally to stage animals within realistic tableaux. The involvement of
artists was probably meant to ensure the creative arrangement and “pictorial” composition of
specimens and, through these techniques, to guarantee their lifelike illusion.

Fig. 8. Starling, Oriole and a Bird’s Skeleton, before 1790. Stuffed birds, skeleton and painted
background, 29 x 36 x 6.5 cm. Goethe-Nationalmuseum, Weimar. © Klassik Stiftung

Weimar/Thomas Korn.

Although, in the case of the Goethe bird boxes, this illusion may have been limited by the
objects’ relative simplicity, their physical staging—from their confined dimensions to their
visual unity and frozen-in-motion aspect—nonetheless speak to a propensity to shape their
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appearance according to pictorial principles. The similarities may, in some cases, go further,
as in the example of a box showing stuffed birds and a skeleton side by side (Fig. 8). The
juxtaposition allows an immediate comparison between the winged creatures but also recalls
the aesthetic tradition of the memento mori, a genre of painting that became extremely
popular in seventeenth-century European art. The analogy with painting persists even in the
materiality of the objects that—through their framing, tagging and hanging system (Figs. 9
and 10)—suggests an explicit structural connection to the tableau category.[36] Mostly stuck
to the backs of the boxes, the labels underline that the specimens were probably meant to be
not only looked at but also handled, taken off the wall and turned, in order to learn or confirm
the birds’ identities. This pedagogical practice, quite typical of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, can be found in a number of other instruments and sites of knowledge at the time,
such as the Morgensternsche Miniaturkabinett, a miniature gallery of paintings kept in
Frankfurt.[37] Moreover, the Linnaean taxonomy of the animals found on the tags also
asserts the scientific aims behind the specimens, which were originally fabricated for the
University of Jena before passing into the Goethes’ private collection.

Figs. 9 and 10. Kingfisher (details), before 1790. Stuffed bird and painted background, 28 x 22 x 11 cm.
Goethe-Nationalmuseum, Weimar. © Klassik Stiftung Weimar/Walter Oppel.

Indeed, among the numerous administrative functions held by Goethe as Privy Councillor
and then State Minister for Duke Carl August was the administration of Jena University. In
this context, he actively contributed to the development of the university collections in the
fields of natural history and medicine.[38] As complementary tools to university courses, the
specimens were thought to encourage a more practical approach to education. The
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increased emphasis on tactility as a source of knowledge in the second half of the eighteenth
century, particularly in treatises like Étienne Bonnot de Condillac’s Traité des sensations and
Johann Gottfried von Herder’s Plastik,[39] enhanced the epistemic value attributed to
collections, whether scientific or artistic.[40] As seen in his writings, Goethe was also a
proponent of hands-on learning. In a letter to his colleague Christian Gottlob von Voigt, he
stressed the necessity of keeping the university’s mineral collection in cabinets equipped
with drawers (as opposed to glass-fronted cabinets) in order to facilitate the manipulation of
the specimens.[41] Also, in his novel Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, Goethe defended the
attainment of medical knowledge through the manipulation of anatomical wax and wooden
models.[42] Just as Goethe’s protagonist Wilhelm did, the students of the University of Jena
experienced the benefits of a collection, one that grew significantly under Goethe’s
supervision.

Most of the birds now in the Goethe collection were given in 1802 to his son, the young
August von Goethe, by Justus Christian Loder, professor of surgery and anatomy at the
University of Jena.[43] Following the model established for the university, the birds, which
were initially held in August’s private natural history cabinet, were meant for his education.
This practice was common in the period, when children’s collections were found in many
households of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie.[44] This particular function may explain
the small amount of bird specimens on hand, the collecting process here being more
representative than systematic. The same principle also applies to other objects in the
cabinet, including a voluminous herbarium and a collection of small skeletons, among them
birds and tetrapod vertebrates (Fig. 11).[45] Just as the memento mori glass case set stuffed
and skeletal birds in juxtaposition (Fig. 8), the collection of zoological skeletons invited such
comparisons as well, especially since some of the species had their counterparts in stuffed
form. The adjacency of stuffed and skeletal specimens was a widespread museological
approach—used, among other places, at the University of Jena[46]—that fostered the
acquisition of knowledge through the establishment of comparisons. This type of close study
encouraged progressive understanding of the facts and laws of nature. The coexistence of
the tableaux, which present birds in a lifelike pose and natural surroundings, with the
sculptural skeletons slowly leads the beholder both to recognize the appearance of the
various types of birds present in the collection and also to learn about their internal structure.
In other words, the viewer passes from external naturalistic vision to internal anatomical
perception, from a comparative gaze to its analytical counterpart.[47] This visual progression
corresponds to a well-known strategy already at work in many scientific and technical
publications of the eighteenth century, including Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond
D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie as well as Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon’s Histoire naturelle.
[48]
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Fig. 11. Bird Skeletons, before 1802. Organic material and wire frame. Goethe-Nationalmuseum,
Weimar. © Klassik Stiftung Weimar/Thomas Korn.

In this sense, the birds perfectly illustrate the way knowledge was made, transmitted, and
acquired at this moment. They reveal an interest in enhancing the didactic efficacy of such
objects by going beyond straightforward presentation in order to attend to their aesthetic
dimensions and artistic strategies. Louis-Sébastien Mercier drew attention to the importance
of such artifices in his Tableau de Paris:

A lady [Madame de Montreuil] discovered how to conserve them [the birds] but also to
animate them; she found the secret to preserving them forever from insects. […] Her
genius then gave them life by composing charming idylls in this genre. […] By
acquiring this lady’s secret of conservation and by following her pleasant ideas, one
could compose animated & diversified tableaux of these bird families.[49]

Anticipating the development of the field from early specimens, like those in Johann
Wolfgang and August von Goethe’s collection, to nineteenth-century dioramas, Mercier
suggests art’s potential life-giving power and efficacy when used in the service of the
sciences. He also reminds us that in order to better understand the creation of lifelike objects
and their reception throughout the eighteenth century, one may have to look not only at the
materiality and quality of the prepared specimens but also at their presentation. As
instruments of education, natural history specimens are consciously staged artifacts that
offer insight into the scientific imaginary and practices of the time. Goethe’s bird collection
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allows us to see both the tableau format as an instrument for shaping the beholder’s
experience and, furthermore, the fluid boundary between the arts and sciences in the long
eighteenth century.

Valérie Kobi is Postdoctoral Researcher at Bielefeld University, Germany
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