
 

IN MEMORIAM 
 

Nehemiah Grew 
(1641-1712) 

 
 Nehemiah Grew was an English anatomist, microscopist and plant physiologist. 
 Born in September 1641 in the county of Warwickshire, England, he was the only son 
of Odadiah Grew, non-conformist vicar of St. Michael’s, Coventry. 

He graduated from Pembroke College, Cambridge, in 1661. A large part of his later 
archive is held in the archives of the Pembroke College Library. 

He studied philosophy at Cambridge University and medicine at Leiden University 
where, in 1761, took the degree of Doctor of Medicine with his thesis "Disputatio medico-
physica de liquore nervoso". 
 He began to study the anatomy of plants in 1664, and in 1670 his first essay "The 
Anatomy of Vegetables begun" was communicated to the Royal Society of London. 
 From 1672 he established an extensive practice as a physician in Coventry. 

In 1673 he published his work "Idea of a Phytological History". 
In 1677 became, in London, secretary to the Royal Society. 
In 1678-1679 he published "Philosophical Transactions". 
His great work "The Anatomy of Plants" appeared in 1682, a publication which was 

based in the main part on previous small publications. It was constructed as four separate 
volumes, "Anatomy of Vegetables begun", "Anatomy of Roots", "Anatomy of Trunks" and 
"Anatomy of Leaves, Flowers, Fruits and Seeds", and was illustrated with more than eighty 
plates. This valuable work is important mainly for its description of the structure of plants. 

Among his publications were also "Seawater made Fresh" published in 1684, and "The 
Nature and Use of the Salt contained in Epsom and such other Waters" in 1697, which was a 
rendering of his Tractatus de salis (1693), and Cosmologia Sacra (1701). 
 He brought important contributions to the study of plant anatomy, with his research on 
the microscopic structure of various parts of plants, including: roots, stems, buds, leaves, 
flowers, fruits, seeds, highlighting the differences and common structural aspects, revealing 
tissue and cell structures. He provided clear evidence of the sexual organs of flowers and the 
precise parts of seeds, and introduced the basic concept of parenchyma and comparative 
anatomy. He is considered, with Marcello Malpighi, to be the founder of plant anatomy. 

His study on pollen was extensive, leading to the discovery that although all pollen 
grains are almost globular, their size and shape varies between different species. This 
discovery is a central one in palynology. 
 Grew also undertook research on the comparative anatomy of the digestive tract of 
mammals, birds and fish, and he is also considered to be one of the pioneers in the field of 
dactyloscopy. 
 In honour of this so-called "Father of Plant Physiology" Linnaeus named a genus of 
trees (Grewia, in Malvaceae). 
 Undoubtedly a great scientific personality, Grew died in 1712, leaving behind a body 
of work of great scientific value and an example to be followed. 
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