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The Royal Horticultural Society (RHS, founded 1804) and Kew Gardens (founded as a royal
botanic garden in 1759; in public ownership from 1840) relied heavily on Englishmen travelling
around the globe, particularly China and India, to gain botanical knowledge, illustrations, and
physical samples to expand England’s prestigious gardens. For example, John Reeves was a
member of the RHS but was also the tea inspector for the East India Company, a key trading
branch of the British Empire. He lived in Macao, China, from 1812-31, where he commissioned
drawings to be sent to the RHS’s Lindley Library - and for his private collection. Reeves’s example
demonstrates how membership of the RHS and the East India Company sometimes overlapped,
raising questions about the wider ideological connections between these two British institutions.

English interest in Chinese botany
had taken root as early as 1711, when
the East India Company established
its first manufactory in China. The
botanical drawings that Chinese
artists created for the Company,

and for Kew, fused Chinese and
European art styles of the period.
Castor Oil Plant (Ricinus communis
L.) by an unidentified Chinese artist
(V&GA E.1737-1924) is central to the
exhibition The Hidden Lives of Plants.
It is at the core of the exhibition’s
interrogation of how botanical
collecting and illustrations in the
late-eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries were connected to western
imperial processes of categorising
non-European plants and peoples.

This plant, native to Africa, cultivated
in China and Brazil, and drawn here
by a Chinese artist, demonstrates
the multiple layers of international

Castor Oil Plant (Ricinus communis L.),
context that surround the image. It by an unidentified Chinese artist, about 1800-25,
watercolour, 460 x 364 mm (V&A E.1737-1924).
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now belongs to a British collection
of botanical prints and drawings at
the Victoria and Albert Museum.
However, this illustration - like



many such ‘British’ botanical images printed at this time - relied on the artistic skill and botanical
knowledge of non-European people.

Robert Fortune’s Three Years’ Wanderings in the Northern Provinces of China (1847) - a text
documenting Fortune’s travels in China as an elite Englishman - places this discussion in context
by demonstrating the racist stereotypes by which China and its people were characterised in
nineteenth-century England. Fortune’s discussion of the ‘inoffensive character’ of Chinese people
reflects these negative representations which may correlate with the lack of acknowledgement
of Chinese botanical artists in creating English botanical illustration collections. This detailed
depiction of the castor oil plant serves aesthetic purposes of display but also aids in the
identification of botanical plants. However, compared with other illustrations in this exhibition
which identify the artist, particularly European artists, this ‘Unidentified Chinese Artist’ is denied
adequate personal recognition for their skill. Whilst the exact reason for this artist not signing
their name to the piece is unconfirmed, it may highlight the lasting effects of the imperial
hierarchies that shaped British botanical illustration collecting. Chinese artists’ names were rarely
recorded, reflecting their suppression within the British Empire’s consolidation of global authority
as the leader in documenting and producing botanical scientific knowledge and illustrations.

By amassing an extensive international collection of plants and illustrations, Kew Gardens was
seen as the exchange house of empire and a leading proponent for botanical experiment. Whilst
the exchange of plants was a form of diplomacy between England and China, Kew became a
representation of imperial notions of Britain as a leader in horticultural knowledge production
and botanical science. However, Kew researcher Caroline Cornish posits that ‘today’s collection
practices are deliberately and remarkably different, focusing on partnership and collaboration
with global colleagues and peers’, also acknowledging how ‘each object in the collection tells a
story revealing a complex, and at times uncomfortable history’ (Cornish 2020).

This illustration opens a door for discussing the colonial legacies that lie behind the beauty of
botanical illustrations and British royal gardens. It highlights the recurring colonial practice of
exploiting the knowledge and artistic skills of non-European people and giving them little to no
personal recognition for their vital contribution to botanical science and illustration. However,
botanical illustrations can also function as a space for cultural exchange, weaving together the
diverse threads of global artistic traditions and botanical knowledge to enrich our collective
understanding of the natural world.
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