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CHAPTER FOUR

Nature as Subject and Citizen
in the Mexican Botanical

Garden, 1787-1829

Rick A. Lopez

. The Mexican Royal Botanical Garden, funded by King Charles lll in 1787,
~ was no ordinary royal garden. Typically, eighteenth-century European
_ 1oyal gardens mapped their patron’s territorial domination. In Versailles,
for instance, land nearest the palace emphasized legibility, rationality, and
_ the centrality of regal authority. As visitors ventured farther afield, they
-~ moved info spaces that symbolized the territorial reach of the F; rench king’s
_ power. Kew Botanical Garden outside London used its layout, architec-
_ tunal structures, and plants to demonstrate England’s dominion over trop-
_ ical resources encircling the globe. Madrid's Royal Botanical Garden sim-
- ilarly asserted the Spanish king’s claim over the products found in his ter-
__Titories around the world.! The Mexican garden lacks these standard tropes,
~ which gives the false impression that it ignored the organization of power,
~ space, or knowledge. Yet the Mexican garden did comment on such mat.
 ters. And the particular ways it did so reveal much about the changing (and
~ contested) understandings of nature first within New Spain and then within

_ the Mexican republic.
~ The garden was part of the Royal Botanical Expedition to New Spain
- (1787-93} an undertaking that was to signal Spain’s reassertion of its colo-
~ nial mightand of its relevance to the Enlightenment. This ambitious expe-
_ dition had three main prongs: a massive 56.25 hectare garden in the heant
~ ofMexicoCity to cultivate, propagate, and study plants with economic or
- scientific potential; a school that would reform the training of doctors and
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74 - Rick A Lopez

pharmacists in New Spain; and a research apparatus that would scour the
colony to identify, analyze, and publicize New Spain’s botanical riches.
These interdependent arms fell under the supervision of the head of the
expedition, the Aragonian doctor Martin Sessé y Lacasta.”

Because the Mexican Royal Botanical Garden, unlike most other im-
perial institutions in New Spain, survived the transition from colony to
nation at the turn of the nineteenth century, it offers a revealing point of
entry for an analysis of the emergence of Mexico’s nationalist ecological
imagination(s). Those who have studied the garden or the botanical expedi-
tion of which it was a part have tended to focus narrowly on disentangling
species identifications, tracing the professionalization of biology and chem-
istry, or recounting the bureaucratic and personal dramas that unfolded
within and around the expedition. This study asks, instead, what the gar-
den can teach us about the evolving relationship between nature and the
imagined community during the period when New Spain saw the rise of
Creole protonationalism.

The scientists of the expedition claimed to represent the European
Enlightenment against rival modes of scientific organization, including
those of the Mexican Enlightenment. Sessé and his allies criticized the
homegrown Mexican movement as “unscientific” and as inappropriately
melding the private sphere (which these agents of the European Enlighten-
ment constructed as feminine, ethnically and locally specific, and immature)
with the public sphere (which they constructed as masculine, universal,
scientific, and Creole- and European-controlled). The head of the garden,
Vicente Cervantes, tellingly, did not care whether Nahuas’ and others ways
of naming or using the plants, animals, and natural products of Mexico
survived in “plazas or in small gatherings with Indian herbalists and veg-
etable vendors” so long as they did not intrude upon “places of learning.”
Rather than blot out other modes of knowing, the expedition sought to im-
pose a hierarchical system of knowledge that exalted and masculinized the
system developed by the influential Swedish botanist Carolus Linnaeus
(1707-78). It also aspired to centralize botanical knowledge in Mexico
City to serve the needs of scientific research and medical practice, while
restoring some of the Spanish empire’s tamished glory.

This chapter shows how, from their base in Mexico City, members of
the expedition codified their views of the natural world as the new “cormn-
mon sense” that guided how Mexican scientists, the state, and economic
and political elites interacted with nature during the late colonial and post-
independence eras.

Mexican Botanical Garden . 75

Imperial Claims upon Mexican Nature

The story of the Mexican Royal Botanical Garden begins with Spain’s impe-
rial expansion across the New World starting in 1492, which coincided
with the Renaissance rediscovery of the botanical and medical knowledge
of the ancient Greeks. As it became clear that the flora of the Americas sur-
passed that known to the ancients, King Philip IT appointed his court physi-
cian (protomédico) Francisco Herndndez to carry out a detailed botanical
study of New Spain. At the start of 1571, Herndndez arrived in Mexico,
where he remained until 1577, Following the Crown’s instructions, he based
his observations on interviews with native people rather than on public
texts such as those by Fray Bernardino de Sahagtn, Martin de la Cruz, or
Juan de Cardenas.

Hernandez encountered a society in which Nahua healers known as
titici were alive and well. For six years he learned from these titici while
practicing medicine at their side in the Hospital of Oaxtepec, where he
also benefited from a pre-Conquest botanical garden that remained in use.
As the titici taught him the names and medicinal uses of plants, native
draftsmen known as tacuilos drew these specimens so that Herndndez could
compile an authoritative account. His guides also led him and his retinue
to nearby fields, woods, and deserts, where villagers taught him about local
simples (medicinally useful plants). Hernandez was careful to point out
that he never took the natives’ word for anything; he tested all their claims,
along with his own hypotheses, on patients in the hospital *

In his letters to the king, Hernandez expressed enthusiasm for the many
plants in New Spain that were unknown in Europe and had potential eco-
nomic value, and he bragged about the detailed studies and illustrations
he was preparing from his samples.” He also used his time in Mexico to
complete his translation of the thirty-seven books of Pliny’s Natural His-
tory into Spanish under the conceit that his work and ?fimf’&, taken to-
gether, would offer the definitive account of global botany. '

Herndndez characterized the natives as “feeble, timid, and mendacious.”
as well as lazy and impious, and he criticized the titici for their ignorance
of the principles of humorism, which led them to rely on the administra-
tion of simples, rather than the supposedly more advanced techniques of
bleeding, surgical intervention, and the rebalancing of humors.¢ Despite
this, he expressed the highest admiration for the useful knowledge they
had accumulated about native plants. “It is a wonder,” he wrote, “that
among such rude and barbarous people” all the plant names are “adapted
- with such apt skill and wisdom that hearing the name alone is enough
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to indicate the natural properties that can be known or investigated.”” Be-
cause the Latinate systems (which did not develop uniformity until the
Linnacan innovations of the eighteenth century) were proving inadequate
even for the plants already known in Europe, he doubted they could accom-
modate the vast trove of knowledge he was about to introduce. For this
reason, upon his return to Spain, he urged integration of the Nahuat!
nomenclature system as an ideal language for botanical science.®

His work redefined New World nature as a resource that could be stud-
icd and exploited through the mechanisms of science and empire, rather
than simply the stuff of myth and legend.” Spain already enjoyed a special
place within Renaissance science thanks to Muslim scholars who had pre-
served ancient knowledge that had been lost to medieval Christians. To
this, Herndndez added Spain’s exclusive access to Nahua science, which
he filtered through European assumptions and, ultimately, through his own
position of authority.

The protomédico expected to receive hard-earned royal laurels. Unfor-
tunately for him, the Spanish Crown had become less interested in learn-
ing about its resources than in guarding them against English and F{ier;ch
encroachment. His European colleagues, moreover, frowned upon Nahu-
atl as too strange and savage to serve as a real language of learning.'® The
Crown hid away the vast collection of information and images that Her-
ndndez hoped to publish, lest they fall into enemy hands. The bits of his
findings that eventually become public emerged in abridged and distorted
form." Even as Herndndez’s findings helped shape Enlightenment science
on both sides of the Atlantic, his original illustrations and manuscript dis-
appeared into the archives as Spain’s imperial power withered.

Enlightened Science, New World Nature, and the
Recapturing of Imperial Glory

As England challenged Spain on the global stage during the mid-1700s,
Charles I set out to modernize his vast holdings into an overtly extractive
empire along the lines of the English, Dutch, and French. To this end, he
became an avid patron of botany and cartography, the twin pillars of impe-
rial science. One official revealingly declared that “a dozen naturalists and
some chemists scattered in Spain’s dominions . . . will offer an incompa-
rably larger utility to the state than a hundred thousand men fighting for
the %z%%a;’;gzzzﬁzéiﬁ of the Spanish empire.”'? As Spanish scholars of the time
anxiously debated the past, present, and future of the empire, they latched
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onto Herndndez’s work as a point of pride as well as a source of informa-
tion to exploit for future gain.'* A 1671 fire in the royal palace of El Esco-
rial had consumed Herndndez's manuscript and illustrations, but only now
did the Crown appreciate the magnitude of this loss. As luck would have
it, officials located another draft of part of Herndndez’s manuscript; how-
ever, the text was hard to decipher without its accompanying illustrations.

After failing to find copies of more than a handful of the destroyed illus-
trations in Europe, Casimiro Gémez Ortega, head of the Roval Botanical
Garden in Madrid, contracted three intellectuals in New Spain to comb
the Mexican archives. His first two agents were the prominent Creole pro-
tonationalists José Antonio Alzate y Ramirez (1738-99) and Jose Ignacio
Bartolache (1739-90). T will leave aside for now these wellstudied figures
in the history of the Mexican Enlightenment to focus on Gémez’s third
agent, who became the central figure in the Royal Botanical Expedition:
Martin Sessé y Lacasta (17511 508). Possessed of medical training, an incli-
nation for scientific research, and a taste for adventure, Sessé had served
in Gibraltar and Cuba, where he conducted clinical trials to combat the
epidemics that were debilitating the imperial army. In 1785, while trying o
collecton a 1,000-peso debt he had extended to the Crown, he moved to
Mexico City, where he took over a lucrative private medical practice and
worked at research hospitals while serving as a physician for the Holy See.
The trio failed to find a copy of the manuscript in Mexico, but Sessé con-
vinced Gémez Ortega that he could turn this setback into an opportunity.

somez Ortega, from his position as head of the Royal Botanical Gar-
den in Madrid, was a towering figure in European science who fiercely
advocated for the Linnaean system in botany and its chemistry counterpart,
the Lavoisierian system. When Sesse in 1785 proposed a new expedition
to build upon what remained of Hernandez’s manuscripts, Gémez Ortega
embraced the idea. The two men won the backing of the New Spanish
viceroy and the intendant of the Indies, and then presented their plan
directly to the Crown, which agreed in 1787 to offer royal backing and, of
equal importance, the support of the royal treasury.

The initial justification for the expedition was to re-create Hernandez’s lost
illustrations and to fact-check and round out his text !> But Gémez Ortega
and Sessé were hatching larger plans. Sessé from the start proposed that the
expedition establish a botanical garden and a school of botany in Mexico
City. As he envisioned it, the expedition, the garden, and the school would
work in tandem to conduct original research, reform the medical-training-
and-licensing establishment in New Spain, and free the colony and the
mother country from reliance on medicinal imports from imperial rivals. 1
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Sess¢ and Gomez Ortega shared a desire to impose a top-down struc-
ture in which the metropolis was to serve as the hub for the imposition of
scientific uniformity across the empire. Recently launched colonial expe-
ditions, such as those by Hipélito Ruiz to Peru and Chile (1777-88), José
Celestino Miitis to Nueva Granada (17831808}, and Juan de Cuéllar to
the Philippines (1786-97), had unfolded in the absence of any chntraI co-
ordination and without any plan about what to do with the information
that was gathered. To lend order to these expeditions, Gémez Ortega cre-
ated the Royal Office of Botany (Oficina Botanica). The most pressing task
of the new Arc)yai institution, however, was to design from the ground up
the Royal Botanical Expedition to New Spain, which was to use the latest
scientific theories and methods to rationalize the Crown’s exploitation of
New World nature while ensuring Spain’s future as a pillar of Enlighten-
ment science and as an empire to be reckoned with.!7

By the middle of 1787, Sessé and Gémez Ortega had recruited much
of their expeditionary team, most importantly the Spaniard Vicente Cer-
vantes (1755-1829) as catedrdtico (chaired professor or director) of the gar-
den and the botany school. Cervantes was born in 1755 in Extremadura.
He had shown intellectual talent as a youth, but his family could not afford
university, so he entered an apprenticeship in a Madrid drug dispensary.
At the end of each workday he studied botany in the company of friends
who attended university. Though an autodidact, Cervantes successfully
petitioned to take the certification exam, which he passed brilliantly. This
attracted the attention of Gémez Ortega, who helped him win a professor-
ship in the Royal School of Botany and a position as botanist to the General
Hospital of Madrid."* Gémez Ortega then appointed his rising protégé to
assist Sessé in the creation of a Mexican garden and school following the

model of the Madrid garden and school. Cervantes arrived in Mexico in
1787 to begin his collaboration with Sessé.

Though they drew inspiration from Herndndez’s earlier work, Sessé and
Cervantes intentionally departed in crucial ways from their sixteenth-century
predecessor. Herndndez had relied openly upon native kn(}*@rlﬁé—gg and even
applauded the Nahua nomenclature system. The new expedition sought
to steer clear of such tendencies. Moreover, whereas Hernander had been
mstructed by the Crown not to interfere with local licensing or medical
practices, Sessé won a royal mandate to intervene precisely in these mat-
ters." Sessé thought of himself and his team of nine as living in a new
scientific era that would build upon past knowledge while constructing a
framework for new knowledge that would render that past superfluous.
Sessé noted that “no sooner was America discovered and incorporated into
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the vast territory of the Crown of Castile than Phillip If sent to this conti-
nent his illustrious physician Dr. don Francisco Herndndez to identify, dis-
cover, and collect its medicinal products,” which, he claimed, the Crown
immediately recognized as more valuable even than precious metals. “Her-
nindez,” he argued, “did his best to fulfill the good Intentions of the mon-
arch, but the lack of scientific principles, which were not known until 200
vears after his death, made it such that his descriptions, despite being no
worse than those of the wisest Greeks and Romans who preceded him, and
superior to those of almost any other botanist since Pliny, turned out to be
so incomplete and defective” that they could offer no real guidance to the
present. He credited the sixteenth-century physician for having extracted,
tested, and refined indigenons knowledge, and admits that Herndndes’s
native informants “certainly knew more useful plants than those described
by Dioscorides.” Had Herndndez’s finding been fully exploited in Europe
in the 1500s, they would have added greatly “to the riches of the old con-
tinent.”? But that did not happen, and in Sesse’s time it was too late. En-
lightenment science, in Sessé’s view, provided such powerful tools that there
no longer was any need to mine native knowledge; any effort in that direc-
tion would bring science up to date with the sixteenth century, but it had
little use, he argued, in his own era at the turn of the nineteenth century.?!
As to Herndndez’s respect for Nahua science and Alzate’s argument that
Nahua nomenclature and locally based experts had the advantage of grow-
ing out of prolonged experience in the New World and its flora, Cervantes,
after several years in Mexico, countered that the expedition’s research in the
garden and its clinical trials in the hospitals provided more than enough
experience and a sufficiently “long period of observation.” Because of this,
he considered that the Royal Expedition to New Spain would surpass the
work of Herndndez, the Nahua systemn, and local expertise; its modern theory
and scientific methods, moreover, would set it apart from all the recent expe-
ditions that had been carried out by Spain, which he claimed emphasized
taxonomy and description at the expense of experimentation and research.
Sessé¢ and Cervantes also set themselves against what they viewed as the
backward practices of the Creole medical establishment. In this conflict,
the expedition benefited from the weight of the Crown. At the start of the
expedition, the two men requested the conversion of several busy general
hospitals into research facilities, with fewer beds. When the Mexican med-
ical board balked, the Crown overruled it to grant Sessé the control he
sought.? This was but the start of a tempestuous power struggle between
the expedition on one side and university professors and local scientific
society members, intellectuals, and officials on the other.
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Lest we accept Sessé and Cervantes's claim {which has been taken for
granted by their later biographers) that they were stamping out the back-
wardness of mestizo and Creole doctors and of Nahua herbalists in favor
of science and rationality, we should keep in mind that the methods they
described as cutting edge were firmly rooted in humoric theory and other
medical assumptions that, today, we might view as less advanced than those
of the herbalists they disdained. While they engaged in medical and sci-
entific arguments, therefore, we must not lose sight of the degree to which
these were embedded within larger issues of power and authority.

"The privileging of metropolitan structures of knowledge was clear in the
methods employed by Sessé and his Creole acolyte José Mariano Mocifio
(the latter a product of the expedition’s school and Sessé’s eventual succes-
sor, who would became a leading scientific figure in Spain). Rather than
seck out native guides, as Hernandez had done, Sessé and Mociiio drew
on native knowledge indirectly, through European texts that filtered and
reordered that knowledge. They combined this indirect knowledge with
their own direct scanning of the ground. Methodically, they gathered spec-
imens that they then examined, drew, and compared to the published record.
They conducted clinical trials, identified “unknown” plants, and assigned
Latinate names, following the Linnaean system, to everything they found.
Their method subjected the flora, land, and people of New Spain to a struc-
ture of knowledge that subordinated the colony to the metropolis, while
claiming the fruits of that knowledge and the territory of New Spain in the

Between 1787 and 1803 they traversed four thousand miles, collecting
seeds, live plants, and dried herbarium samples. They produced thousands
of field botanical illustrations, reorganized medical education and prac-
tice in New Spain, and created Mexico’s first Enlightenment-influenced
botanical garden as well as its first natural history museum. By implant-
ing its institutions and approaches within the colony and training the next
generation of Mexican doctors, scientists, and pharmacists, the expedition
helped change how nature was viewed within New Spain and how it was
understood in relation to the imagined community. Previous efforts, such
as those by Herndndez, Bernardino de Sahagin, or Juan de Cérdenas, had
confined themselves to the immediate environs of the Valley of Mexico.
By venturing across the breadth and width of New Spain, this expedition
was the first effort to define New Spain not by the political structures that
held it together, by the peoples it ruled over, or even by terrain and prop-
erty lines but by the plants and animals that lived in and wandered about
ot spread their seed across ifs soils.

Mexican Botanical Garden . §]

Ironically, even as the expedition subordinated the colony to the metrop-
olis, it also nurtured possibilities for conceiving of New Spain as a distinct
imagined community rooted in nature (or natural resources) and centered
in Mexico City. The expedition collected, named, illustrated, and other-
wise claimed plants as abstract, floating specimens, the knowledge of which
was mediated by centralized “scientific” authorities in Madrid and other
European centers. The expedition’s scientists rarely noted the specific site
of collection, nor did they comment on the plant’s range or habitat. All
that they conveyed, generally, was that the plants were from the Crown’s
colony of New Spain. By abstracting plants out of their local places and
out of webs of local knowledge they reconfigured space and knowledge as
beholden to, controlled, and defined by centralized imperial agents in the
Royal Botanical Garden of Mexico and, through it, the Madrid garden and
the European scientific network of which it was part.

Space, Science, and Nature in the Roval Botanical
Garden of Mexico

Much of the material collected or produced by the expedition, such as
living and dried plants, seeds, and botanical illustrations, was exported to
Madrid to serve the needs of the metropolis and perhaps later to be re-
exported to the colonies as part of imperial projects of “improvement.”*
However, the expedition did leave the colony a legacy in the form of the
Mexican Royal Botanical Garden and the Royal School of Botany, both
officially headed by Sessé but in practice managed by Vicente Cervantes.

After two years of planning, the expedition inaugurated the garden on
May 1, 1788, with an audience that included the regent of the Audiencia,
a representative of the viceroy, attendees from the university, and mem-
bers of Mexico’s scientific societies, along with other distinguished persons
of the capital. After an orchestral performance, Sessé delivered a lecture
on innovations in the study of botany and medicine. Then followed a fire-
works display by the most renowned pyrotechnician in the colony, Joaguin
Gavildn. This incorporated explosions in the form of recently discovered
Mexican plants and, reportedly, even a male papaya bree 5?%(}{}&33; Hares of
pollen to fertilize two nearby female papayas.” The attention to flower struc-
tures and pollination emphasized the primacy of the Linnaean systemn,
which categorized plants based on their reproductive features. It also spoke
to the ambition of the expedition to spread, like the male plant, its pollen
of scientific knowledge so as to fertilize the ferninized colonies so that they,
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through the rationalized exploitation of their natural resources, could nour-
ish the empire.

During the event, the rector of the university was required to atfirm the
investiture of Sessé and Cervantes as his equals. This eradicated jurisdic-
tional claims by members of the university who had tried to exert supervi-
sion over the expedition, and it publicly affirmed the expedition’s right to
have a say in local practices. The event coincided with royal orders that all
medical students had to take courses in the botanical school and that the
head of the garden was in charge of administering the medical licensing
examination. The next day saw the inaugural class session in botany.”” The
first group of students (which included José Mariano Mociiio, who, as the
star pupil, later ascended to leadership of the expedition) comprised young
doctors eager to learn Furopean science and, above all, to understand the
practices and theories that had developed around the illustrious Linnaeus.

The garden’s inauguration marked an important triumph for Sessé. He
had initially petitioned to locate the garden and its botanical school near
the viceregal palace and university, the centers of learning and political
power in the heart of Mexico City. When his request for this venue got stuck
in bureaucratic red tape, he began to worry that plans for the garden would
grind to a halt unless he found an expedient alternative. He turned to a
zone known as the Potrero de Atlampa (Atlampa Pasture), halfway between
the central square (the Zécalo) and Chapultepec, at the edge of which a
prominent architect named don Ignacio Castera offered to rent one of his
homes. The large 56.25 hectare plot beside the new Salto del Agua foun-
tain was located within easy access to the Roval Indian Hospital (Hospital
Real de los Indios), which, Sessé suggested, might prove useful for clinical
trials. Mexico City finalized the transfer of the proposed garden lot to the
Crown in 1788 in time for the garden’s official inauguration. The land was
poor, but that did not worry Sessé. Only later did he learn that he had over-
estimated the ability of science to bend the site to its will.

In the meantime, he had to figure out how to make scientific research
profitable. The Crown agreed to cover all of the expedition’s salary and
travel expenses but expected the garden and the school, like other royal
mstitutions, to devise ways to become selfsustaining. Sessé felt conhdent
that his efforts would benefit the Spanish empire in countless ways over
the long term, but he had to hgure out how to make scientific research
profitable in the short term. Barring the discovery and rapid development
of a wonder drug equal to Peru'’s cinchona (used to treat malaria}, Sessé
had to look for sources outside of science. The problem was that most forms
of rent, from lottery to other fees and taxes that Sessé was able to imagine,
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including even licensing fees for pharmacists, already were claimed by other
agencies. Among these other claimants was the Mexican medical licens-
ing board (protomedicato), which Sessé already was at odds with and did
not wish to antagonize further. He even pursued a plan to build a bull-
fighting ring to fund the garden, until he found himself unable to get the
start-up capital and then discovered, in any case, that the receipts would
generate inadequate revenue. He secured patronage from among the New
Spanish elite, but this was not enough to cover more than a fraction of his
expenses.’

Though royal institutions were expected to became selbsustaining, Sessé
convinced the Crown to support the garden while he continued his search
for a secure form of funding. No one predicted at that time that the garden
and school would remain permanent dependencies of the state treasury.
While the scientists waited in vain for more funding, Cervantes set up a
provisional garden of twenty thousand square yards surrounded by a picket
fence in the patio of the school’s temporary quarters, rented from don lgna-
cio Castera. They planted seeds imported from Europe and Nueva Granada
{modern-day Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Venezuela) and, soon after.
transplanted specimens that the botanists had begun to gatﬁér from the New
Spanish countryside.”

Anxious about finances, the Crown demanded a detailed estimate of
what the garden would cost to run during that first year. Officials were
shocked by the price tag and grew more so in August 1789 when Sessé pre-
sented plans for the permanent school and garden. The first set of site plans
and elevations, now filed in the Archive of the Indics in Seville, was ambi-
tious. It called for the construction of a grand new structure complete with
a teaching hall, an herbarium, a natural history museum (gavinete), living
quarters for Cervantes and the staff, and a research library open to the pub-
ghc., pi"&s an enclosed teaching garden with colonnades and an elaborate
imgation system. Beyond this edifice lay the massive main garden, which
was to be encircled by an irrigation ditch and a masonry wall and accessed
by a bridge leading into the main gate. The grounds were to be divided
into thirty-four beds, each almost as large as a city block. The recently
refurbished Chapultepec aqueduct on the south end of the garden was o
g!{}vidé water, channeled through the canal around the p&f?iiiiif and then
into 2 grid of pipes that extended along paths th roughout the garden. Water

from the aqueduct was to be supplemented in the dry season by a laree
pond in the southwestern corner of the garden, and individual beds éi:{}
%’mi%é enjoy their own water reserves held in fountains. This was an expen-
sive proposal. With no clear source of income other than roval funding,
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which the Crown was loath to guarantee, Sessé and Cervantes had to hgure
out ways to scale back their plans.®

These fimancial and bureaucratic difficulties, however, faded in the face
of a more pressing dilemma. It turned out that seasonal flooding and poor
drainage not only prevented students from attending class or working on
their experiments but also rendered the entire Potrero de Atlampa unsuit-
able for gardening, The expedition and garden were supposed to organize the
study and exploitation of natural resources while atfirming man’s domina-
tion over the natural world. They presupposed that modern science offered
all the tools necessary to eliminate the peculiarity of place as a problem,
and to discipline nature so that it would conform to Enlightenment schemes
of abstract rationality. Nature presented unanticipated resistance.

As the rest of the expedition torged ahead with fieldwork, clinical trials
of simples, training a new generation of Mexican doctors and pharmacists,
and assembling an herbarium, the garden continued to suffer from flood-
ing. Extended periods of submersion suffocated plant roots and rotted seeds
that had been acquired at great expense from Spain, other parts of Latin
America, and the far reaches of New Spain. It was with good reason that
the common name for Atlampa was “El Sapo,” an allusion to the frogs
that enjoyed its soggy conditions. The flooding problem was compounded
by the lack of the sandy loam that every gardener cherishes. Instead, the
ground was heavy clay that remained so soggy after the water receded that
people could not walk on it without their feet getting sucked under, much
less till or plant it. When it finally dried, it turned hard as stone, until it
Hooded again. ™!

Confident that modern science must triumph over nature and frustrated
at the loss of the seeds and plants, Cervantes desperately commissioned
raised beds filled with hundreds of canoe loads of manure and high-quality
soil from San Agustin de las Cuevas. When the raised beds failed to solve
the problem, he commissioned two thousand Howerpots that he elevated
atop racks, but these would not accommaodate the trees that Sessé had begun
sending to the garden from the countryside. In the meantime, Cervantes
hired plowmen to prepare the large lot that he still hoped might serve as
the main garden.

Try as he might, Cervantes and the site planner, Miguel Constanzé,
could not bend the land to their will. Cervantes had expected to use the
garden to propagate plants plucked from all across New Spain, whose eco-
logical zones range from temperate forest to desert, from coastal to alpine,
and from rainforest to chaparral. However, nothing but the hardiest of cul-
tivars (which generally were useless for the expedition) could survive these
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conditions. Cervantes and Sessé at Jast accepted failure and resolved that
the only solution was to abandon the Potrero de Atlampa for higher ground. ™

During their search for a better location, Cervantes and Sessé eved the
site of Moctezuma’s pre-Conquest garden on Chapultepec Hill. In 1784
the Viceroyalty of New Spain had begun construction of a sprawling struc-
ture on the old Aztec site. That building, today known as Chapultepec Cas-
te, sat incomplete in 1790, with the government unable to finish it or find
a private buyer. Sessé argued that the grounds surrounding the abandoned
facility would serve as an ideal garden. The structure could be fished to
fill the needs of the garden and the school, and the many levels of eleva-
tion and microclimates of Chapultepec would be ideal for cultivating the
wide variety of plants gathered by the botanists during their fieldwork. The
request fell on deaf ears.

Imperial Science over Mexican Nature

By 1790 the expedition had begun to earn a place within Mexico City soci-
ety. Its members had initiated reform of the study and licensing of pi’}afmacif,
medicine, and surgery and already had identified hundreds of medicinally
useful plants that needed to be further studied and propagated in the gari
den. But the garden stalled, stuck in the mud of Atlampa.** Thanks to clay
pots, it had managed to grow many plants, some of which had even been
transferred to Spain, but it had not yet managed to come into full physical
torm. ‘

At last, in 1791, Cervantes and Sessé won an alternative space, not in
the unfinished castle atop Chapultepec but in the even more highly prized
viceregal palace on the Zécalo. Though the space was a fraction of the size
of the Atlampa site and lacked the climatic advantages of Chapultepec, its
location within the royal residence eliminated the overhead that would
come from constructing or refurbishing and then maintaining a separate
building, and the existing arcade could be converted into 4 grﬁez}h(}zis»s:
and into a series of teaching laboratories for medicine, surger‘;; and phar-
mz}cy.h:f’ he patio could hold only one thousand species, but these would
be sufficient for the school’s needs, provided that they were supplemented
with plants collected daily from the countryside and by S%i;‘:‘fiéz;g plants
and students back and forth between the viceregal ;}Qggjs and Chapulte-
pec (which Sessé continued to propose as a site for extensive beds). The
downtown location, moreover, allowed ready access to housing for staff and
to teaching hospitals for Cervantes and the students. It also afforded public

&
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prominence and an opportunity to edify the subjects of Spain’s Enlight-
ened absolutism.

By bringing the garden into the center of colonial authority in New Spain,
the expedition, the viceroy, and the Crown expected that the union of abso-
lutist politics and Enlightenment science could overcome the obstacles
set forth by nature so that they could get on with the business of reorga-
nizing space, knowledge, and power. As it turns out, the new site did not
solve their problems. The structures could be remodeled to meet the school’s
teaching and research needs, but the land presented a more daunting
challenge

The soil was an accumulation of clay mixed with rubble from old Aztec
temples. Scarred by his battle against Atlampa, Cervantes insisted to the
viceroy that altering the height of the beds or refilling them with better soil
would not be enough: the entire site had to be excavated to a depth of one
meter so that the clay and rubble could be discarded and replaced with fer-
tile, well-draining soil from Tlalpan.*

The garden, like the broader expedition of which it was part, sought to
erase the indigenous foundations upon which it was built. By harness-
ing Enlightenment science to imperial power, Cervantes literally and meta-
phorically sought to replace the historical accumulation with fertile soil
amenable to the appropriation, reorganization, and propagation of Mexi-
can nature. This massive earthmoving was accomplished by Indian labor-
ers working under the supervision of head gardener Jacinto Lépez —who,
like Cervantes, had trained at the Royal Botanical Garden in Madrid, where
he then worked for fourteen years before coming to Mexico. They re-
moved the clay and rubble with canoes floating in the Aztec canals that
still served at that time as Mexico City’s roads.®

The earthmoving project was not as visually striking or awe-inspiring as
the terraces of Versailles or the massive glass greenhouses of Kew or Madrid,
but it was no less an achievement. It called for hundreds of canoe loads of
good-quality soil; production of large quantities of locally manufactured
bricks, tiles, lime, and tools; and a massive procurernent of native labor.?
Whereas the garden of Versailles made the visitor acutely aware of the engi-

neering feats that made possible the transformation of the land, the Mexican
garden minimized outward evidence of the effort. The power to eliminate
this evidence while making invisible the indigenous knowledge from which
it derived was, in fact, central to the garden’s Enlightenment mission.
Cervantes and Sessé traded visual awe for a studied admiration for the
ability of men of science, backed by the Crown and New Spanish support-
ers, to make the land look pretty much as it did before but to have it be
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“better” than it was before. That, after all, was what they hoped to do with
New Spain: keep it looking as it did, growing what it grew, and producing
what it produced, but to do so “better” under scientific supervision, and
for the benefit of the empire. And they hoped to do so in a central location
where they could concentrate products from the vast, diverse spaces of New
Spain into one centralized hub, whose organization appeared as though it
were subject only to the abstract rule of Enlightenment rationality.

The Imagined Community of Plants

Unlike European gardens, the Mexican Royal Botanical Garden did not
re-create the dominated territory in cartographic miniature. Nonetheless,
it did demonstrate the capacity of centralized scientific authority to know,
conirol, and reorganize the natural resources within its dominion. It then
put this capacity on display at the doorstep of the viceroy, thereby atfirming
the Crown’s prerogative, and capacity, to use Enlightenment rationality to
claim and exploit the resources of its domain. 7

Shortly after moving to the viceregal palace, the expedition finally gained
the right to claim part of Chapultepec Hill for garden beds. In érgch’ce,
the two parts of the garden, one in the downtown viceregal palace and the
other atop Chapultepec Hill, worked in tandem. As Sessé explained, the
beds in Chapultepec grew “the plants from across the diverse climes of this
America” while the viceregal site offered students and teachers a space for
research and pedagogy, and to the public it offered “the Capital its most
beautiful spectacle, visible from its principal square "

Sessé also insisted that the Mexican Royal Botanical Garden in the vice-
regal palace serve as a public and pedagogical space, which “gente decente”
could enter; others would be able to admire its collection from bevond 4
short barrier. Mote broadly, the garden was to model how to bri;ig the
urbanity idealized by Hispanic culture together with the rural space that
constituted most of New Spain. Order could be imposed upon the unruly
ﬁty by importing nature from the countryside, but only after that nature
had been domesticated and rationally regimented by Enlightenment sci-
ence and centralizing political absolutism. By bringing nature into the city
in an organized manner, therefore, the garden could serve as a model for
how to organize space within the city, as well as a model for how to tend
nature beyond the city, treating the expanse of New Spair as a massi
den that could be subjected to top-down regimentation.
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Their struggles with the soil in Atlampa and then on the Zécalo had
forced the viceroy and the members of the expedition to accept certain
limitations regarding the power of modemn science to obliterate the impor-
tance of place, space, and soil. The Crown, however, would have none of
it In 1792, after Sessé and Cervantes had relocated the garden from Atlampa
to the hills of Chapultepec and the downtown viceregal palace, the king’s
minister fired off an irate missive excoriating the members of the expedi-
tion for failing to bend the Potrero de Atlampa to their will and impugning
the abilities and integrity of Sessé, Cervantes, and even Constanzo. He
ordered them to move the garden back to the Potrero de Atlampa and make
it work.

Sessé responded with an extended review of the Chapultepec site, exam-
ining its woods, ditches, and slopes and its ready access to water, with which
to naturalize plants from such diverse climes as deserts, forests, marshes,
and alpine regions, as well as those imported from Africa and Europe. All
this would be impossible in Atlampa but could be accomplished in Cha-
pultepec, he explained, while avoiding the high cost of irrigation. To make
his case as forcefully as possible he reminded the minister that only by cul-
tivating this wide variety of species could the garden find ways to propagate
and exploit the medical and commercial potential of New Spanish plants for
the benefit of the empire ! In the end, Sessé prevailed through a deft com-
bination of argument, obstinacy, and mobilization of alliances in Madrid
and Mexico City.

"The layout of the garden, first in Atlampa and then in the viceregal
palace and Chapultepec, suggests a union of symbolism and practicality
even as Sessé and Cervantes learned to adapt their methods to the limita-
tions of nature. This was designed to be a working garden, every aspect of
whose design speaks to the practice of science and to the study, centraliza-
tion, organization, and transfer of New Spain’s natural products. Because
of this, the garden’s plan resembled a nursery except that, rather than grow-
ing seedlings to be transferred elsewhere for maturation, as does a nursery,
it propagated frames of understanding so as to nurture new knowledge. The
frames of understanding, meantime, were to be imported from the metrop-
olis into New Spain by way of the garden and the school so that they might
take root and prosper in colonized soil. These new frames of understand-
ing were to be used in pursuit of new knowledge that then could be trans-
planted from New Spain to the metropolis, where it might be cultivated to
full maturity through its incorporation into European science.

The garden reduced New Spain to a collection of individual plants that
could be moved, sorted, and otherwise traded, observed, or manipulated
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m isolation from their local places of origin. Yet it also bestowed two com-
monalities upon the plants that moved through its beds. First, they all pos-
sessed potential economic and scientific value that could serve both the
colony centered in Mexico City and the empire based in Madrid. Second,
except for the handful of plants explicitly treated as imports, they all came
tfrom somewhere within the territory claimed by New Spain. Consistent
with this, as it collected the plants for the garden from across the colony,
the expedition did not concern itself with their potential value to local peé»
ple. Nor did it record the exact location where they were collected or con-
cern itself about the range of particular plants. All that mattered was that

they had potential economic and scientific value, and that they came from
New Spain.

From Empire to Republic

Whereas the garden initially had been thrust upon the colony by the Crown,
it ceased to be viewed as an imperial imposition by the end of the century.
Many of the scientists and doctors trained withir, its walls (it trained be-
tween ten and seventy-eight per term) had risen to positions of authority
within the colony by the time of the independence wars (1810-21). Cre-
Gle‘ patriots, rather than rejecting the garden along with other imperial insti-
tutions, incorporated it into their own modernizing vision for Mexico. This
support was evident in 1800 when the new viceroy tried to cut the Crown’s
costs by forcing Cervantes and Lopez back to Spain on the grounds that
they already had exceeded their original six-year contract.*? A decade ear-
lier, such a plan might have won the consent of the Mexican establish-
ment, but by 1800 Cervantes had become sufficiently embedded within
local society that locals backed him, rather than the viceroy, and he was
allowed to stay provisionally and, after 1803, permanently. ~

Sessé returned to Madrid in 1803 to present the expédiiian’s findings
but made clear that he, too, planned to return to Mexico to serve as the
permanent director of the garden, with Cervantes as the catedrdtico of the
school and Lépez as the head gardener. The commitment to Mexico on
the part of Cervantes and Sessé likely owes as much to personal cireum-
stances as to a dedication to the garden and the school. Cervantes’s lucra
tive pharmaceutical business and his work as an esteemned researcher and
physician at the San Andrés teaching hospital afforded him wealth and
prestige that would have been difficult to reproduce in or transfer to Spain.
He also had a family in Mexico. Sessé, similarly, benefited economically
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from a lucrative medical practice in New Spain and had married into a
Mexican family. His wife, Marfa Guadalupe Morales, and two children,
Alexandro and Martina, along with his wife’s sister Josefa Morales, joined
him on his return to Spain, and they all anticipated a return to Mexico. As
it turned out, Sessé died in Spain before he could present his findings. His
Creole protégé José Mariano Mocifio succeeded him as head of the expe-
dition while winning fame in Europe as a professor and then vice president
of Spain’s prestigious Royal Academy of Medicine in Madrid and director of
the Royal Museum of Natural History (Real Gabinete de Historia Natural).#
The garden and school in Mexico, meanwhile, entered into a produc-
tive routine. Now that the Linnaean methodology was firmly established
in the colony, Cervantes could comfortably delegate intellectual repro-
duction to his Creole protégés, whom he invited back to the school to help
teach the next generation of Mexican scientists and doctors. Together they
cured the sick and expounded upon the virtues of the rubber tree, the drbol
de las manitas (hand tree), and the many other plants described and illus-
trated by the expedition and at that time under cultivation in the garden.*
When the celebrated German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt vis-
ited in 1803, he was appalled at Mexico’s social inequalities but stood in
admiration of the scientific accomplishment of this colonial capital. “No
city of the new continent, without even excepting those of the United States,”
he wrote, “can display such great and solid scientific establishments as the
capital of Mexico” He pointed particularly to the School of Mines, the
Mexican Royal Botanical Garden, and the Academy of Painting and Sculp-
ture. He praised Cervantes, Sessé¢, and Mocifio, along with the Creole botan-
ical illustrator Atanasio Echeverria, “whose works will bear a comparison
with the most perfect productions of the kind in Europe.” Humboldt esti-
mated that, on account of their efforts, the “new philosophies” of botany
and chemistry were embraced more in Mexico than in much of Spain.#
"The uprising that Miguel Hidalgo announced with his September 1810
Grito de Dolores, along with Napoleon’s invasion of the Iberian peninsula,
growing Creole discontent with the Bourbon reforms, and the development
of a grassroots popular movement, set off the chain of events that culmi-
nated in Mexican independence. More irksome to Cervantes than the gen-
eral impact of the war and the occasional mistreatment that his workers
and students suffered during their collecting expeditions was the callous
treatment he and the garden received from Spanish government officials
and the troops that commandeered his space, dismantled many of the gar-
den’s structures, destroyed the irrigation system and beds, and uncaringly
trampled to death the plants that had been acquired with such difficulty.®
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To these setbacks was added the death of Lépez in 1813 during a wartime
epidemnic and the Spanish government’s reluctance to authorize 4 replace-
ment. With no head gardener, the laborers had little supervision and the
garden lost hundreds more “interesting plants that were vital to the lessons”
in botany, medicine, and surgery.

Cervantes’s relationship with the Spanish forces deteriorated further when
a military official named Velasco tried to strip him and the garden of their
functions. Velasco readily admitted that Spanish troops had severely dam-
aged the garden and destroyed its “choice plants.” But rather than make
amends, he argued that on account of this damage and of the garden’s
inability even to “provide the medicinal herbs most frequently necessary
for the public,” it no longer merited the rank of “botanical garden” and
was not worth its expense. Moreover, given the need to mobilize against
the rebels, the government could no longer afford the haxury of scientific
research. By his estimation, the students who daily drained resources through
their studies at the garden and its school would better serve the empire by
joining the army and fighting in the front lines. He proposed that Cervantes,
who already had exceeded his initial six-year commission, should be re-
placed by a certain Diego Martin, who could fill his role at 16 percent of
Cervantes’s current salary.®

Outraged, Cervantes retorted that even Napoleon, during his aggression
against Spain, had seen fit to continue to fund science and learning, yet
the Spanish Crown was proving unwilling to do so. He refuted Velasco's
presumption that the garden was nothing more than a source for medici-
nal herbs. It was not some dispensary buta center of scientific learning and
research. Though its collections had suffered at the hands of the Spanish
troops, it still contained seven hundred species that, together with two hun-
dred to three hundred plants brought in routinely from the countryside by
assistants, enabled the sixteen to twenty students to conduct botanical and
chemical research while studying medicine, pharmacy, and surgery, thus
providing a benefit to society that he insisted was no less valuable than ser-
vice in the battlefield. Cervantes personally chafed at Velasco’s suggestion
that his role as catedratico of the school and garden could be flled bt« Diego
Martin, whom Cervantes insisted was but a poor, illiterate Indiars who inax
only enough to grow chiles, tomatoes, garlic, and onions on his chinampa.
Cervantes convinced the fiscal to reject Velasco's proposal but, in exchange,
accepted further cuts to his already strained budget ;

In 1817 the garden began to show signs of recovery. Students and work-
ers resumed their collecting and research &X})ééifé(}é‘ég, and Cervantes even
managed to coordinate a complicated exchange of live plants with agents



92 - Rick A Lopez

in Havana, Cuba. The following year, he finally secured a successor for
Lopez. The new head gardener was the Italian Juan Lazari, who previously
had headed the private garden of don Manuel Tolsd, the recently deceased
head of Mexico City's famous institute for art, the Academy of San Carlos,
where the expedition’s botanical illustrators had studied.

By June 1821, just months before the August 1821 conclusion of the
conflict, Cervantes, who by this time had managed to set the garden on
the road to recovery, already had ceased referring to the garden as the Royal
Botanical Garden, preferring to call it simply the Botanical Garden. The
documents do not reveal whether this was because Cervantes pragmati-
cally responded to a shift in the political tide or whether it was because the
royal forces had alienated him with their disregard for his scientific endeay-
ors (or, more conjecturally, that his treatment by Spanish forces was the
result of sympathies Cervantes may have had for the rebels). Whatever may
have prompted the subtle name change, Cervantes had tilted in favor of
local society and perhaps even the republic.®

When Mexico gained independence in 1821, the new government ex-
pelled most agents of the Spanish Crown, including Vicente Cervantes’s
colleague Fausto de Elhuyar, head of the Mexican School of Mines. Cer-
vantes, by contrast, was invited to stay. He escaped the general anti-Spanish
sentiments of the independence era because of his services to the com-
mon good of Mexicans. Moreover, despite the economic and political crises
it faced, the postindependence government continued to fund his scientific
and educational work almost until his death on July 26, 1829, and to sup-
port the garden until the middle of the century.’! The new state, with its
ambition to assert dominion over the territory previously defined as New
Spain, seems to have recognized the utility of the garden for claiming and
ordering natural resources from across the new republic and placing these
resources at the real and symbolic disposal of central authorities.

During Spanish imperial rule, the garden had devoted its energies to
gathering in Mexico City knowledge and natural resources from across New
Spain, claiming plants through the authority of the central government,
and studying these in pursuit of “pure science.” This trend became more
pronounced after Sessé’s and Mocifio’s departure in 1803 and continued
under the independent republic.

The garden suffered the postindependence economic downturn along
with other state institutions but soon found a champion in Lucas Alamin
(1792-1853 > conservative Mexican politician, scientist, and former stu-
dent of Cervantes. ™ Together, Cervarites and Alamdn drafted plans to re-
establish the declining garden on firmer footings and to combine it with a
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museum of Mexican antiquities and natural history. They aspired to create
an institution that would “rival or surpass establishments of {their] kind in
Europe.” After the fall of Agustin de Iturbide’s brief Mexican empire (May
1822-March 1823}, they won state approval to move the garden to the
cemetery of the Hospital de los Indios (two blocks south of the modern-day
Palacio de Bellas Artes) and even began the removal of the buried bodies
and demolition of the chapels and walls as well as work on an irrigation
system, quarters for workers, paths for public viewing, and amendment of
the soil.

One of their most intriguing objectives was to compile an encyclopedic
collection of seeds from all Mexican plants. This move from the imperial
practice of sampling New Spanish plants for medicinal and imperial uses
to the nationalist goal of assembling a comprehensive collection of native
plants, however unattainable, points to a new way of bestowing Mexican
citizenship upon the natural world. It meant claiming all of nature, rather
than select products, as a national resource, and it used plants to define the
extension of the imagined community and as validation of the new state’s
territorial claims.

Plans to move the garden’s operations from the presidential palace to
the hospital stalled, and the goal of creating a microcosm of Mexico’s native
plants never got past the planning stage. Nevertheless, initiatives contin-
ued to emanate from the cadre Cervantes had trained. By 1831, the com-
bined botanical garden and museum of antiquities and natural history,
along with its school of botany, was under the charge of Cervantes’s suc-

~cessor and former student, Miguel Bustamante, a native of Guanajuato. A

congressional decree of that year ordered Bustamante and the heads of Mex-
ico City’s other scientific organizations to form themselves into a council
to promote scientific development and advise the government.” This coun-
cil persisted, working through the Colegio de Minerfa, at least into the
1850s, when the combined botanical garden and museum of natural his-
tory and antiquities was headed by the botanists and zoologist Plo Busta-
mante, whose father, Benigno Bustamante y Septién of Querétaro, had been
a student of Cervantes.

Through its continued patronage of the garden and the school. the inde-
pendent government defined itself in terms of its commitment o science
and rationality as it laid the foundations for a new order. The garden that
had been created to serve the needs of empire now offered Eisbsiﬁim:) to
the new elite, who used it to assert dominion over the spaces and resources
claimed by the state. To the end of his days, Cervantes continued to em-

phasize the study of plants and nature as “pure” botanical science and never
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made any mention of agriculture or the other practical uses beyond med-
icine.™ As such, the garden, from the time of its founding until the mid-
nineteenth century, served abstract principles related to empire and then
nationhood rather than providing technical services for the new economic
elite to engage in export-led monocrop agriculture, as happened in other
Latin American countries.

No doubt to Cervantes’s postmortem chagrin, the survival of the gar-
dens after mideentury in the presidential palace and on Chapultepec Hill
came to rest upon their conversion into pleasure grounds for the rulers of
the state and as symbols, rather than tools, of scientific modernity. Under
Emperor Maximilian during the French Intervention (1864-67), the space
on Chapultepec Hill completed its transition into a pleasure garden, and
it continued as such under the rule of Porfirio Diaz (1876-80, 1884-1911).
"The main garden in the presidential palace remained in operation until
the 1940s but never regained its scientific purpose or stature. In the 1880s
the Department of Development revived the scientific objectives of the
defunct botanical garden. Not content merely to pick up where the garden
had left off, the Department of Development placed its resources, inchl(.k
ing its acceleration of research and plant exchanges, at the disposal of pri-
vate enterprise, applied agricultural science, and forest management.

Conclusions:
Imperial Science and the Nation’s Nature

"The turmoil in Spain unleashed by Napoleon’s invasion contributed to the
death of Mocifio. In cruel irony, the expedition’s botanical illustrations met
the same fate as had Hernandez’s when, after Mocifio’s unanticipated death,
they became lost. The expedition’s manuscripts, meantime, sank into rela-
tive obscurity until they were recovered in the 1880s by the Mexican govern-
ment under Porfirio Diaz. Though the Mexican government lacked Sessé’s
and Mocifio’s images, it brought their text to light in a celebrated 1887 pub-
lcation.” Diaz’s advisors, known as cientfficos on account of their exuberant
faith in the transformative power of science and political order, embraced
a nationalist push for top-down modermnity. Similar to the way Spanish off-
cials of the eighteenth century had looked to Herndndez’s six?eez'ii?;»{fézm%r}f
manuscripts as they sought to modernize the empire and claim a space for
Spain within the Enlightenment, Porfirian reformers of the nineteenth cen-
tury looked to the eighteenth-century Royal Botanical Expedition as a guide

Mexican Botanical Garden - G5

for their effort to modernize and claim a place for Mexico within the global
economic, industrial, and scientific revolutions of their own day.

During this era when modernity was being imported from the United
States and Europe and nationalists became anxious about foreigners’
claims to Mexico’s natural resources, the Porfirian government’s celebra-
tion of Sessé’s and Mocifio’s manuscripts established patrimonial claims to
the diverse products of nature that occurred on Mexican soil. The state
was particularly interested in those plants whose cconomic value might be
unlocked and exploited through science and top-down management and
those that, following the precedent set by Alamdn’s use of the expedition,
could be exploited as nativist symbols.

Part of the appeal of the expedition went beyond the information found
in its texts. To Porfirian cientificos, much of the expedition’s appeal came
from the manner in which it had used science to enshrine hierarchies of
knowledge, of social rank, and of unequal access to the products of nature.
In this regard, the cientificos also found a use for the expedition’s practice
of rendering these resources “alien” to the very people who were most inti-
mately familiar with them by renaming plants and removing them from
their local cultural contexts, devaluing alternative ways of knowing nature,
and challenging local communities” claims to what elites now declared as
“national” resources.

The Porfirian revival of interest in Mexico’s native Hora, and in the sys-
tematic transfer of control over this flora to elites, was derailed by the Rev-
olution of 1910. Nationalist botany was picked up again in the 1930s, but
this time with populist objectives as botanists, searching for new natural
resources to exploit for the good of the public, rummaged through the ex-
pedition’s surviving herbarium samples.® In 1981 the Hunt Institute in
Pittsburgh quietly placed a winning bid on two thousand botanical illus-
trations from Barcelona that turned out to be the long-lost illustrations from
the Sessé and Mocifio Royal Botanical Expedition to New Spain. Since
that time there has been a renaissance of international interest in Mexican
botany, a reshuffling of scientific names, and discovery of many new plants,
along with growing tensions among peasants, nationalists, and fransnational
pharmaceutical and agricultural companies. This has raised the stakes in
relation to the question of whether Mexico can lay intellectual claim to
its botanical resources. Across this multilave
consistent view of |

red history, there has been z
exican nahure 28 a massive working garden that elites
have sought to control and exploit but upon which competing levels of
society, and now transnatonal corporations, each continue fo assert their

own claims,
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