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ON 26 JANUARY 1853, aged only twenty-three, the
German-born Ferdinand Mueller was appointed to
the new position of Victorian Government Botanist

by the colony’s Lieutenant-Governor Charles Joseph La Trobe.
Within days of assuming office, Mueller set out on the first
of three major botanising expeditions to then-remote parts
of Victoria. Many other journeys would follow, not only in
Victoria but in vast reaches of the Australian continent.
Those first Victorian tours to Mount Buffalo, the Ovens River
and Mount Buller, and soon to Port Albert and Wilson’s
Promontory, marked his style: vigorous, alert, observant,
enthusiastic and meticulous. Travelling through rugged coun-
try previously untrodden by Europeans, Mueller was appar-
ently indifferent to physical hardship as he concentrated on
his botanical discoveries. From those pioneering journeys
came his first reports of new species and of speculations
about their possible applications in medicine and in com-
merce. La Trobe was delighted: ‘My clever little Botanist has
returned having done quite as much as I expected & more
than any but a german, drunk with the love of his Science.’

In a remarkable antipodean career, La Trobe’s ‘clever
little Botanist’ established himself as a celebrity both in his
adopted country of Australia and internationally. Ferdinand
von Mueller (as he became with ennoblement in 1867) was a
botanist, geographer, explorer and naturalist. More than this,
he was a phenomenon, not just for the range of his interests
but for his energy in pursuing them, assimilating their detail,
and in promulgating his discoveries and insights in more than
1000 published papers and books, and in a vast professional
correspondence maintained with the leading members of the
scientific community in Australia, Britain, Europe and the
Americas. Among the most important of his corres-
pondents were the scientists in the circle associated with the
Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew: William Hooker and his son
Joseph, George Bentham, Miles Berkeley and Charles Darwin.

In Melbourne, where he lived from 1852 until his death in
1896, Mueller came to move in the highest circles. While some
laughed at his vanities, he was generally held in high esteem
and affection. In one of the distant outposts of a great metro-

politan power, the provincial son of Rostock in Mecklenburg
was a social lion, and his head was turned. Still, he claimed his
place on merit. He was (in succession to John Dallachy as
Superintendent) the first Director of what eventually became
the famed Royal Botanic Gardens, he was an active member
in the learned and scientific societies of the colony, and he
maintained links with the German émigré community. As he
grew in professional stature — he was eventually acknowl-
edged as the world’s leading authority on Australian flora —
his public lectures in Melbourne assumed the status of
grand occasions, with the governor in the chair and the cream
of society in attendance. Civil and scientific honours came
in abundance. A German barony and a knighthood from
Queen Victoria meant much to him. But the real prizes were
those given by science itself: he was a member of more than
100 scientific societies around the world; he was made a
Fellow of the Royal Society (1861) and was later awarded
its Royal Medal (1888); and he was elected a Correspond-
ing Member of the Paris Academy of Sciences (1895).
When he died in Melbourne in October 1896, it was widely
recognised that the country had lost one of its leading
citizens: thousands turned out for his funeral.

In a strange and tragic sequel of mischance, neglect, legal
obfuscation and family confusion or indifference, the splen-
did archive of papers that Mueller left at his death failed to
survive intact. As a result, no satisfactory biography has yet
appeared. There are uncertain reports of the burning of
papers after his death, or of their unauthorised dispersal at
auction. The intellectual and physical dimensions of this loss
can only be guessed at, but, given the sheer scale of Mueller’s
letter-writing, the breadth and range of his scientific interests,
and the eminence of his professional contacts, it must be
immense. In 1858 Mueller claimed to have sustained a corre-
spondence in that year alone of some 2000 letters. In the years
before his death, he estimated that he received and answered
some 6000 letters a year, an average of sixteen each day. On
these figures, his correspondence over a lifetime is estimated
to have been in excess of 300,000 letters.

Now, more than one hundred years after his death,
Mueller’s life and work is in the process of rescue from the
near oblivion that overtook it for much of the twentieth
century. That rescue has been conducted over a period of
ten years by a team of scholarly collaborators in Australia,
Germany and the UK. The project has been led from the
National Herbarium of Victoria, the lineal descendant of
Mueller’s own grandly named Phytologic Museum of
Melbourne. As these first two volumes attest, the scale of
the project is enormous; it is, moreover, both a labour of
love and a model of scientific and historical scholarship. The
collaborators have sought out surviving letters from or to
Mueller, together with other documents relating to his career.
Some 12,000 items have been located in libraries, archives and
private collections around the world. From these, a generous
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selection has been made for publication in book form (a third
volume is in preparation). Eventually, the entire correspond-
ence will be issued on CD-ROM. An impeccable editorial
apparatus has been constructed to assist in the reading of the
letters and in the placing of Mueller’s work into its temporal
and scientific context. When complete, this apparatus will
include a biographical register identifying the many people
whose names appear in the correspondence, an updated list
of Mueller’s own publications and a list of the new taxa named
by him. Finally, all of this material will underpin, in a fourth
volume, a new study of Mueller’s life and work by R.W. Home
and Sara Maroske, two leading members of the editorial team.

The editors frankly admit that Mueller was not a literary
correspondent. Nearly always, the letters are strictly func-
tional and matter-of-fact. They are, in the main, business
letters. Official letters predominate, though private letters are
also present. Many are long, and most are concerned with
scientific reportage: the discovery and naming of new spe-
cies; the exchange of specimens; the acclimatisation of exotic
plants and species in Australia; and, always, the many ques-
tions of research and publication. While this qualification is
important, it must not be seen as an impediment to a reading of
the letters, which are, as the editors remark, not without their
charm or their humanity. Mueller himself can be apprehended

as the rich and remarkable personality he was: highly disci-
plined, energetic, good-hearted, generous, vain, wrong-headed
(especially in the matter of the eventual termination of his
appointment as Director of the Botanic Gardens) and endear-
ing. This is the portrait of a good and decent man, if also
sometimes a frail and vulnerable one. The letters give us a
Mueller of high attainment but with so large a commitment to
professional purpose that he was led, we may guess, to the
sacrifice of a personal and family life. The sudden breaking of
his engagement with Euphemia Henderson in 1863 is recorded
(though in the letters themselves not fully explained); and
there is another suggestive clue to a reading of Mueller’s life.
In noting the high proportion of letters dated 25 December,
the editors conjure up the vision of a sad and lonely man,
without benefit of family, left alone on the traditional festive
holiday, with only his correspondence to occupy him.

For those who care about the origins of one of Mel-
bourne’s great scientific, educational and recreational institu-
tions, the letters offer much that is interesting about the
making of the Botanic Gardens. Details emerge of an
unpromising site (hard now to recognise) with thin poor soil
and, in the beginning, the difficulties of inadequate water, not
resolved until the Gardens were connected to the Yan Yean
water supply. In those ragged early days, Mueller was trou-
bled by problems far removed from the higher callings of
botany and the pursuit of science. Too often, the Director
faced minor irritations: the brazen delinquency of a gardener
fornicating in public view within the grounds or, in another
affront to public decency, the disporting of swimmers in the
nearby Yarra River in full view of visitors to the Gardens.
Wandering goats and grazing cattle were threats; so were
human predators, helping themselves to the plants. More
serious was the later public and political debate in the 1870s
concerning the management of the gardens themselves. This
led, in 1873, to Mueller’s dismissal and the appointment in his
place of William Guilfoyle, whose sense of garden design
eventually created the superb landscaping that distinguishes
the Melbourne gardens today. This dismissal was humiliat-
ing, but it seems clear that Mueller’s pursuit of scientific
botany had become incompatible with the need to manage the
gardens with a more creative and aesthetic vision in mind.

These letters open a window onto the pioneering world of
nineteenth-century Australian science. Their interest is both
personal and public. They bring under fresh scrutiny a com-
plex personal story of aspiration and failure, of high ambition
and personal disappointment. In their preoccupation with
indigenous plants of Australia, and with the introduction of
exotic species, these letters speak to the environmental con-
cerns of the twenty-first century. In a larger context again,
these letters and Mueller’s own professional life have much
to say about the workings of Australian science, the pull and
push between ‘centres’ and ‘peripheries’, issues that, even in
a time of globalisation, remain intensely relevant today.
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