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Abstract 

Both science and sex were of extreme importance in eighteenth-century France.  And while botany 

might be considered a harmless scientific pursuit today, by the end of the eighteenth century it was both fraught 

with sexual allusions and immensely popular.  This period of French culture also signals a massive shift in 

artistic, scientific, and sexual discourse. As the Rococo waxed and waned, botany came to be understood as a 

discipline independent of medicine and agriculture, and sexual metaphors became highly encoded in French 

visual culture. 

This paper suggests that it is not incidental that a rise in popularity of botany and botanical imagery 

occurred in Rococo France. In particular, I highlight floral imagery and the botanical work of Pierre-Joseph 

Redouté (1759-1840) as proof of the varied ways that eighteenth-century viewers engaged the visual practice of 

botany. The reception and celebration of Redouté’s work shows how botanical illustrations were valued not 

only as a supplement to scientific ventures, but also as aesthetic, luxury objects that held the potential to conjure 

and represent subjects otherwise considered obscene. Attesting to their popularity – I will attempt to 

demonstrate how Redouté’s floral paintings may have been read through both a scientific and popular lens 

during the period. 
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