
 
 
 
 

Introduction board 
 
Nice plants ! Dr. Auzoux’s papier-mâché 
models 
 
The National Museum of Education (MNE) owns 32 educational botanical models 
created by Dr. Louis Auzoux’s Establishments in the French Eure region. These 
wonderful models, which were created in 1877, were donated by Lycée Corneille in 
Rouen. 
 
Ten times bigger than the original and fully demountable, these pieces are 
remarkable for their technique (hand-painted papier-mâché), their aesthetics as well 
as the educational role they played to spread the teaching of science. 
 
The models are being restored thanks to the support of private individuals, of the 
Amis des Fleurs (Friends of Flowers, Central Society of Horticulture in the French 
Seine Maritime region) and of the Fondation du Patrimoine (Heritage Foundation). 
Subscriptions are still ongoing, thank you for your help ! 
  



 

 
Board 1 – Room 1 
 
Dr Auzoux’s Establishments 
 
How could we create 3D representations of parts of the human body, of the 
animal and plant kingdom, that could be opened and manipulated ? That 
question has been discussed by numerous scientists since the 18th century. In 
order to democratise access to science, it is actually necessary to spread 
‘models’ in great numbers and for a limited cost. 
 
While studying medicine, Louis Auzoux (1797 – 1880) started focusing his research 
on the creation of educational material to spread the teaching of science. 
Passionate about anatomy, he started working on the artificial representation of the 
human body. In 1825, he presented a complete papier-mâché mannequin that could 
be fully demounted. He called it the « clastic » model (from κλαστός in Greek, klastos 
which means ‘break, take apart’). 
 
As it was very successful, in 1828, he founded a factory to create and spread his 
anatomical as well as botanical models, as of the 1860s. 
 
The original fabrication technique (each part was moulded separately in a paste that 
was both solid and lightweight) enabled him to launch a semi-industrial production. 
His zoological and botanical models were then bought throughout the world by 
schools, learned societies, universities… Based in the Eure region, his company 
lasted until 2002, under various forms. 
  



 
Room 1 – showcase on the left, upon entering the room   
 

How could botany be taught ? 
Teaching botany had to be practical. The teacher 
essentially focused on plants that could be useful to Man 
and on those plants that could be found in the area 
where the teacher was working. He supported his 
lessons by showing and analysing the collected 
specimens. This study  could also be done thanks to 
herbariums, drawings and wallcharts. It was based on 
models, on demountable plants that were dozens of 
times bigger than the original ; thereby allowing the 
whole class to observe fine details simultaneously. 
 
Room 1 – four showcases at the back of the room on the 
right 
 
 
 

Dr. Auzoux’s innovations 
 
The use of papier-mâché was common in the 19th century to manufacture 
toys, lackered furniture or architectural sceneries. Louis Auzoux drew 
inspiration from this to invent his ‘clay’, a paste composed of paper, glue, 
hemp, whiting and cork powder to produce a model that was both resistant 
and lightweight. To create serial productions of his models, he imagined 
wooden moulds cast in metal. The relief of the mould would thereby not get 
altered by repeated uses in the print.  

 
A semi-industrial production 
 
Using moulds was a way of creating series of 
identical parts. The different stages of 
production were carried out by various 
workers who had to follow guides and 
prototypes to make sure that production was 
homogeneous. Yet, the finishing stages and 
colouring in particular could vary depending 
on the worker’s dexterity and on the 
instructions given by each workshop 
foreman who was giving his own ‘style’. The 
aspect of a model could therefore vary depending on the date and on the 
worker producing it.   



Great hall – Room 2 
 
Board 2 
 
The history of botanical education is part of the history of school education. In 
the 19th century, School had to provide pupils with a stock of knowledge that 
would fit their future needs and, at the same time, develop and strengthen their 
observation capacities. 
 
Both these purposes of education led to gradually introducing science notions in the 
curriculum – utilitarian and applied to agriculture in primary schools, as intellectual 
reasoning was rather the privilege of secondary schools – as well as a way to 
educate through seeing : the lessons of things. 
 
Lessons on things, thanks to things and by things, these lessons of things were 
meant to be attractive : teachers brought local plants to class and pupils were invited 
to observe them carefully. 
 
For their lessons, teachers also used herbariums, commented on illustrations in 
school books, displayed wallcharts and manipulated fabricated models of flowers and 
fruit.  
These botanical models were educational, because they were useful for the art of 
teaching, and they were didactic as they explained the biology of plants. Those 
proposed by Maison Auzoux boasted a worldwide reputation. As they could be 
manipulated by teachers, they made it possible to study plants under various 
aspects. Their large format made short distance demonstrations easier. 
As they were a real teaching innovation, Dr. Auzoux’s models participated in the 
development of the teaching of botany. 
 
Showcases on the left : 
 

Medical botany 
Établissements Auzoux, 1877 
Papier-mâché, metal, plaster 
 
These three showcases gather a certain number of 
plants related to materia medica, commonly called 
medicinal plants. Generally, their effect is twofold : 
poison or remedy depending on the part of the plant 
and the quantity used. All the plants selected by Dr. 
Auzoux were commonplace. They could easily be found 
in nature and it was necessary for everybody to be able 
to identify them, in order to use them as remedy or 
mostly to avoid poisoning.  
 
Showcases opposite the previous ones : 
 



Table fruit 
Établissements Auzoux, 1877 
Papier-mâché, metal, plaster 
 
Among the examples of plants created by Dr.Auzoux’s 
Establisments as of 1863, there was a selection of four plants 
producing fruit. They were so-called ‘table fruit’ and belonged 
to the traditional ‘service à la française’ (service in the French 
style). During the Renaissance period, people ate them as 
starters. Then, the evolution of the art of the table with dishes 
being served one after the other during the meal, sweet-
tasting fruit ended up being served at the end of meals. 
 
Showing the different stages of a development 
 
Établissements Auzoux, 1877 
Papier-mâché, metal, plaster, stone 
 
Some of Dr. Auzoux’s botanical models illustrated the different stages of flowering, 
seed maturation and their 
germination. The acorn, the pea seed 
and the wheat seed presented in the 
following showcases were particularly 
well detailed and were very popular 
amongst teachers : for example, the 
wheat seed model was sold 12 times 
as much as a classical flower model. 
 

  



Great hall – Room 2 – central table 
 
Ornamental flowers 
Établissements Auzoux, 1877 
Papier-mâché, metal, plaster, stone 
 
Indispensable to the decoration of gardens, ornamental 
flowers were popular for their great diversity of shapes and 
colours, for their flowering at various times of the year, for 
their multiple fructification, their varied foliage and their size 
adapted to the composition of bunches. These flowers were 
therefore cultivated rather for their ornamental qualities than 
for their commercial or economic value. 
 
Board 3 
 
Do to understand 
 
The turn of the 20th century was marked by important reforms to modernise 
the teaching of botany : in 1902 and 1923, school curriculums added 
experimentation to the necessity of observation. Teaching through doing 
aimed at increasing the teacher’s efficiency by making pupils more active. 
Practical sessions were born. 
 
Dr. Auzoux’s models easily found their place in this renewed way of teaching botany : 
as they could be demounted, they enabled teachers to « dissect » plants on their 
desk, with pupils watching. 
Ideally carried out by the teacher and aimed at confirming a hypothesis or not, 
experiments rather turned out to be a model to reach than an actual practice in class.  
 
Practically speaking, botany was still taught with the same method as the one used 
for lessons of things even if, until the sixties, these lessons became a routine and 
book-based process : observation exercises were gradually done without things, 
thereby becoming lessons of words, in the form of long monographies. With the May 
1968 events and the creation of the ‘Collège unique’ in 1975 (single school 
establishments of education for all pupils who had completed their primary 
schooling), the French school landscape was redesigned. Early learning activities 
were synonymous with getting rid of things for the benefit of pupils’ approaches and 
questioning. Yet, these activities disappeared as of 1985, for the sake of a School 
centered on ‘knowledge’. 
Ten years later, operation La Main à la pâte (Do it with your own hands) showed a 
new way of teaching science, now based on investigation. Botanical models then 
started to reappear in classes ! 
 
 
 
 



4 showcases after board 3, at the back of the room 
 
Auzoux’s successors, Jean Montaudon’s turning point (1911-1923) 
 
After Dr. Auzoux’s death in 1880, the company was run by his nephew Hector 
Auzoux until 1903 and then by his nephew by marriage Amédée Montaudon until 
1911. The latter’s son, Jean Montaudon, ran the company from 1911 to 1923. He 
changed its organisation: workers were no longer paid by the hour but by the part 
and for some models, he decided to use staff (plaster), as it was less expensive. 
Jean Montaudon developed the company by developing ranges in the catalogue and 
by reducing production costs. 
 
The emergence of German competition 
 
Dr. Auzoux’s anatomical and botanical models had many competitors. Made of wood, 
wax, glass or papier-mâché, other models were manufactured and sold throughout 
the world. Yet, the most serious competitor was German brand Brendel, as it was on 
the same niche as Auzoux with models in metal or in staff that could be found in 
many French universities. The Auzoux Establishments faced this fierce competition 
by greatly modifying their catalogue (development of cheaper staff parts, 
diversification). 
 

The turning point of the 
1950s 
 
The Auzoux Establishments, then run by 
Bernard Barral, asked Natural Sciences 
professor Paul Sougy to renew their 
drawings. School books, exercise books, 
transparents and didactic boards with a 
black background started developing with 
Paul Sougy’s easily recognisable sketches. 
It went along with the curriculum of the time 
that rather advocated observation exercises 
than the study of monographies, like the 
former lessons of things. The drawings 
therefore enabled pupils to efficiently use 
their capacity to observe. 
 
 
 

  



 
Board 4  
 

Conservation – Restoration 
 
Between 1877 (when they were manufactured by 
Auzoux Establishments) and 2007 (when Lycée 
Corneille donated them to the National Museum of 
Education), the 32 botanical models were 
manipulated, demounted and moved a great number 
of times. 
 
Even if their structure combined solidity and lightness, 
with a metal frame and moulded papier-mâché volumes, 
these pieces showed mechanical alterations that were 
inherent in their educational role. 
Moreover, the climate conditions in which these models 
were preserved in the past were not always favourable 
to their preservation. Their paint layer, which was 
particularly fragile and subtle, often suffered from 
exposure to light as well as from temperature  and 

relative humidity variations. 
 
The desire to save this scientific heritage and its great 
technological and aesthetic singularity, initiated a 
campaign of conservation-restoration. A 
multidisciplinary approach was the only way to fully 
understand and study these atypical objects and the 
consecutive choices of treatment. Dr. Auzoux’s 3D 
models and the issues they raised, the diversity of 
materials used actually required to resort to various 
fields of competences in conservation-restoration. 
Certified professionals (with a State diploma) were 
those authorized to work on the public collections of the 
Museums of France, like that of Munaé. 
 
 
 
 



Room 3 
 
Board 5 
 

Human and animal anatomy and physiology 
 
How could cadavers be replaced ? They were necessary to the practise of 
medicine but raised numerous ethical and health issues. 
 
It was an old question but, in 1825, Louis Auzoux came up with an original answer to 
traditional wood and wax figures when he created a spectacular ‘écorché’. It was six 
foot tall (1m80), composed of 66 demountable parts and presented 356 anatomical 
details. Another écorché, composed of 129 demountable parts, was created a few 
years later. Louis Auzoux then developed his range with smaller models (3 foot 8 / 
1m16, 2 foot 7 / 85cm, 1 foot 8 / 55cm), that were less costly too. Soon, he also 
produced specific models : a woman’s pelvis, an eye, a heart, a hand, a larynx… 
 
As the author of a thesis on vipers, Dr. Auzoux was very knowledgeable about 
animal anatomy and he quickly grasped the formidable commercial potential of 
training courses related to this : veterinary schools, military academies (and the 
importance of the study of horses), training courses linked to agriculture… 
The anatomy (description and position) and physiology (role and functioning) models 
of humans and animals corresponded to the categories put forward in school 
curriculums at the time : 

- humans/other vertebrates 
- vertebrates/invertebrates, 
- useful animals to human activity/pests, 
- plants with flowers/without flowers, 
etc. 

 
Please turn around and walk up to the mezzanine floor : cubicle on the landing 
 

Contemporary models 
 
Nowadays, schools can still order educational 
models from specialised companies. In France, 
Jeulin or Pierron are renowned historical brands. 
In Germany, a few companies created in the 19th 
century still exist, like SOMSO or 3B Scientific. 
Produced (sometimes hand-made) in resin, a 
specific plastic, these pieces show the longevity 
of teaching practises : a plant model that was 
greatly expanded and demountable for a group 
to understand a botanical notion. Conclude on 
the teaching or the absence of teaching of 
botany today ? Notions of ecology, does 
sustainable development replace the study of 
plants ? Cf. JGE 


