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A letter by Carl Linnaeus to von Haller

Among some letters written by eighteenth century botanists, acquired
by Mrs. Roy A. Hunt in 1961, is one of two and one-half pages by the Swedish
naturalist and physician, Carl Linnaeus (1707-1771), addressed to his Swiss
counterpart (then at Gottingen) Albrecht von Haller (1708-1777), and dated
13 September 1748. It is one of the more important letters written by
Linnaeus, of whose correspondence relatively few originals are in this
country. Hence, its presence in this collection merits report.

The greater part of the Latin text of the letter was published by von
Haller, in one of his last efforts to discredit Linnaeus, in his rare Epistolarum
ab eruditis viris ad A. H. scriptarum (Bernae, 1773-1775), and in English translation
by James Edward Smith in his A selection of the correspondence of Linnaeus . . .
(London, 1821. Vol. 2, pp. 425-430). The first page and the closing date-line
are reproduced here in facsimile (Fig. 22).

The correspondence between Linnaeus and von Haller was rather exten-
sive during the earlier years of their careers. Smith (1821) provides us with
English translations of this exchange, comprising 27 letters by Linnaeus
and 29 by von Haller, written in the period of April 1737 and September 1749.
The letters are relatively free of criticism and controversy until von Haller
wrote on 8 April 1746, in great agitation, objecting to Linnaeus’ criticisms in
his Flora svecica (1745) of many of von Haller’s taxonomic opinions. From
this time onwards, with one or two efforts towards congeniality, the friend-
ship began to deteriorate until von Haller could seemingly no longer
tolerate Linnaeus’ position of eminence and published (with many dele-
tions) his file of Linnaean correspondence.

Von Haller, reported by his contemporaries to have been a volatile and
unpredictable egoist, is today considered by some science historians to have
been equally as brilliant a scientist as was Linnaeus. Had his period of activ-
ity not so closely paralleled that of Linnaeus, and not been so strongly
overshadowed by the Swede, the Swiss savant might well have been recog-
nized in his day for the genius that he was. When it comes to the taxonomic
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Fig. 22. Letter by Carl Linnaeus to Albrecht von Haller, dated Upsala, 13 September 1748.
Shown here is the first of two and one-half pages, with final date-line added.
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contentions that existed between the two men, modern opinions more
often are in agreement with those of von Haller than with Linnaeus.

The letter here reported is of interest for many observations of Linnaeus,
covering such a wide range of topics as mosses, pearl culture, flat-worm
morphology, and an appraisal of some generic names of plants in a paper
by John Mitchell (d. 1768) in Acta naturae curiosorum (8, Appendix: 187-224. 1758).
But of equal interest is Linnaeus’ effort to placate the angry von Haller
without here conceding any errors on his own part, writing—

Our great example, [Herman] Boerhaave, answered nobody whatever. I recollect his

saying to me one day, “You should never reply to any controversial writers. Promise
me that you will not.” I promised him accordingly, and have benefited very much by it.

It is in this letter also that Linnaeus wrote his frequently quoted observa-
tion—
If what we do be correct or otherwise, so it will remain, though we fight for it with our
lives. After we are dead and gone, children who now play in the streets, will be our
judges.

In this letter Linnaeus responds to von Haller’s earlier report of having
explained to one named Hamberger the differences between his (von
Haller’s) classification of some grasses and that of Linnaeus (which had
been defended by Hamberger). In this reply, Linnaeus urged von Haller
“to write no answers to Hamberger . . . he is not on a level with you; and
moreover, he is your inferior.” Hamberger, little-known to modern bota-
nists (he published only two, now rare, tracts in botany), was Georg
Erhard Hamberger (1697-1755), a physician and (in later years) professor of
botany at the University of Jena. He was perhaps best known to contempo-
raries for his drawn-out dispute in the press with von Haller, which was
so intense and vitriolic as to have created a scandal in academic circles of
that time; one for which he recanted completely on his deathbed, then
acknowledging von Haller to have been correct, and himself a victim of
false pride.

In the preparation of this note I have had the assistance of Rev. Leopold
Krul, O.S.B., Chairman of the Latin Department, St. Vincent College,
who drafted a new English translation of this Linnaean letter, and of Willem
D. Margadant of this staff. Dr. H. W. Rickett, of the New York Botanical
Garden, kindly brought to my attention the earlier publication of the
English translation by J. E. Smith. To each of these I express my thanks.

George H. M. Lawrence
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