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A collection of dried pressed 
plant specimens* with 
associated data

300+ years of fieldwork

Archive of plant diversity –
heritage and scientific

Comparative studies over time, 
space, taxa (incl morphology, 
distribution, phenology, phylogenetic 
relationships, environmental change..) 

What is a herbarium?

*usually
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Cambridge University Herbarium
international code: CGE

CGE c. 1.1M specimens = a huge research dataset

Worldwide over 3,000 herbaria c. 380M specimens
= an enormous, powerful collaborative research dataset 
and network 

What is a herbarium?
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Care and use of 
herbarium specimens
Natural Science Collections: The Basics
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Decontamination: freezing, chemical treatment 

Accessioning: logging, databasing

Mounting: techniques, materials

Naming: resources online and in literature, experts 

Incorporation: local filing sequence, materials

Storage: environment, pest control, handling

Research use: access, loans, digital, sampling
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• freeze all incoming material (-30°C for 3 days, bag 
specimens during to control humidity)

Decontamination

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e



Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

    
 N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e 

 
 

Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e  
   N

ot 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e



• strapping, gluing, sewing

• capsules/packets for loose 
and extra material

• associated collections eg. 
carpological and spirit 
collections

Mounting and preparing specimens
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Naming specimens

• Nomenclature and accepted names 
• recent/well accepted floras, The World Flora Online, The Plant List, 

World Checklist of Selected Plant Families, Index Fungorum, etc
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www.worldfloraonline.org
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www.theplantlist.org
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Naming specimens

• Nomenclature and accepted names 
• recent/well accepted floras, The World Flora Online, The Plant List, 

World Checklist of Selected Plant Families, Index Fungorum

• Authorities – International Plant Names Index (IPNI) 

• Collectors – Desmond’s Dictionary of British 

and Irish Botanists and Horticulturalists (1994),                             

Harvard University Herbaria  and Libraries                                  

Index of Botanists
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https://kiki.huh.harvard.edu/databases/botanist index.html
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Naming specimens

• JSTOR Plants – Global Plants Initiative

• Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL)

• Wikipedia and Wikispecies

• Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF)
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https://plants.jstor.org/
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https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/
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Incorporation of specimens

• flimsies, species covers, genus covers, type folders
• photographs, artwork, paperwork

Physical sequence (and pros & cons)

• alphabetical by family (WSY: all vascular plants)

• alphabetical by genus (CGE: mosses)

• systematically according to a specific floristic or 
monographic treatment (eg. Sell and Murrell’s Flora of Great 
Britain and Ireland, Flora Europaea, Bentham & Hooker, APGIII or IV..)

• geographically (eg. major subdivisions or within larger treatments)

• by collector or collection (eg. Darwin, Wallich, Lindley)
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In the collections storage area, aim for: 

• temperature below 20°C (ideally below 18°C)

• relative humidity 40-60%, avoiding frequent or rapid 
fluctuations

• dark/low UV (cover specimens when not in use)

• minimise handling and movement

Storage: environmental conditions
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• freeze all incoming material (-30°C for 3 days, bag 
specimens during to control humidity)

• maintain well sealed boxes/cupboards 

• keep collection clean (and easy to clean)

• no food/drink in collections

• blunder traps to monitor, ideally quarterly

• re-freeze or treat material if pests detected/suspected

Storage: pest control and monitoring
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Biscuit beetle
Stegobium paniceum

Cigarette beetle
Lasioderma serricorne

Varied carpet beetle
Anthrenus verbasci

Varied carpet beetle
Attagenus pellio
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• freeze all incoming material (-30°C for 3 days, bag 
specimens during to control humidity)

• maintain well sealed boxes/cupboards 

• keep collection clean (and easy to clean)

• no food/drink in collections

• blunder traps to monitor, ideally quarterly

• re-freeze or treat material if pests detected/suspected

WARNING: beware previous pesticide use..

Storage: pest control and monitoring
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Policies and procedures needed for: 

• Physical access to collections and loans – resourcing, 

security, specimen handling

• Digital access: ‘digital on demand’ and online 

specimen portals – resourcing, resolution required

• Destructive sampling – ethics, purpose of collection, 

‘value added’

Research use
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Specimen in collection

(Image sent 
to enquirer)

(Specimen 
request received)

Specimen 
imaged

Label data 
transcribed

Herbarium 
database 

populated

Image and 
data hosted 
on specimen 

portal

Image served to 
GBIF, JSTOR 
Plants, etc

CGE specimen imaging workflow
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