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Abstract: Herbarium collections represent invaluable repositories of plant 

specimens, tracing their roots back to ancient civilizations' rudimentary preservation 

methods. This article delves into the rich history of herbaria, from their nascent 

beginnings in the Renaissance to their evolution into modern repositories of botanical 

knowledge. The meticulous preparation methods involved in creating herbarium 

specimens, including collection, pressing, mounting, labeling, and storage, are 

elucidated. Emphasizing their significance in scientific research, biodiversity 

conservation, and education, herbaria stand as testament to humanity's enduring 

fascination with the natural world. As we navigate the complexities of the 21st century, 

herbarium collections serve as vital resources for understanding and preserving Earth's 

botanical diversity. 

 

Introduction: In the realm of botanical study, herbarium collections stand as 

invaluable repositories of plant specimens, offering a glimpse into the diverse flora of 

our planet. These collections, steeped in history, have played a crucial role in scientific 

research, education, and conservation efforts. Let's embark on a journey through time 

to explore the fascinating history of herbaria and the meticulous methods employed in 

preparing these botanical treasures. 

Origins:The concept of preserving plant specimens dates back centuries, with 

early civilizations recognizing the importance of documenting botanical diversity for 

medicinal, culinary, and cultural purposes. Ancient civilizations such as the Greeks and 

Romans maintained collections of dried plant specimens, often for medicinal purposes. 

However, it was not until the Renaissance period that the systematic collection and 

preservation of plants began to take shape. Herbalists and botanists of the era, such as 

Leonhart Fuchs and Carl Linnaeus, played pivotal roles in cataloging and categorizing 

plants. Their efforts laid the groundwork for the development of modern botanical 

taxonomy. 

Birth of Herbaria:The formal establishment of herbarium collections can be 

traced back to the 16th and 17th centuries. One of the earliest known herbaria was 

established by Luca Ghini in Italy around 1530. Ghini's herbarium served as a reference 

for medicinal plants and laid the foundation for the systematic organization of plant 

specimens. During the Age of Exploration, expeditions to distant lands led to the 

discovery of countless new plant species. Botanists and naturalists, such as Carl 
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Linnaeus and Joseph Banks, amassed vast collections of specimens from around the 

world, contributing to the growth of herbaria across Europe. 

Preparation Methods: The preparation of plant specimens for herbarium 

collections requires precision and care to ensure their long-term preservation. The 

process typically involves several steps: 

 
Planning for the preparation of voucher specimens is crucial. 

 Target your collection locations and date periods to obtain useful specimens. 

Existing herbarium specimens and published research should be of help. 

 Obtain collection permits from appropriate agencies (this can take months to 

over a year). An understanding of export and import regulations should also be 

considered for international work. 

 Establish official contact with government, herbarium, and research personnel 

in the area you will be working. This is required by law in most countries. 

 Make arrangements with a herbarium to deposit your specimens. The 

University of Florida Herbarium has a Collection Acquisition Checklist for 

Collectors to help you understand the process. 

 Assess and purchase collecting equipment and supplies: consider what you 

will need to prepare the specimens, e.g., plant press, plant drier, pruning shears, 

shovels, pressing papers, markers to write on the pressing papers, etc. 

Collection: Botanists and researchers venture into the field to collect plant 

specimens. Each specimen must be carefully selected, noting its location, habitat, and 

associated species. 

Pressing: Upon collection, the specimens are pressed between sheets of absorbent 

paper to remove moisture and flatten them for preservation. Pressing typically takes 

several days to ensure thorough drying.  

Pressing and Drying Plant Specimens 
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Specimen samples are pressed in a plant press and dried on a plant dryer. 

Each specimen sample should attempt to maximize the information content 

with the size of a standard herbarium sheet (ca. 40 x 30 cm). A typical, ideal specimen 

should consist of a stem with attached leaves and, if at all possible, flowers and/or 

fruits. The roots or rhizomes of herbaceous plants should be included. Pieces should 

be selected to illustrate to the greatest extent possible the overall characteristics of the 

plant and the range of variation in flowers, leaves, and other structures. 

 
Care should be taken to make good specimens. Material should be pressed 

immediately upon collection to preserve the shape and morphology. Once cut, some 

plants begin to wilt immediately (e.g. many legumes) and the leaves or petals may fold 

or wrinkle resulting in poor specimens. Plants should be carefully arranged as they 

are placed in the press to maximize preservation of diagnostic features. Leaves, 

flowers, and fruits should be spread out so that they do not overlap too much and can 

be observed from different perspectives. The collection number should be clearly 

written on the outside of the folded paper containing each plant specimen. Mounting 

and storage of specimens require a considerable financial commitment in the form of 

archival materials, labor, and storage cabinets. Herbaria may not accept specimens if 

the quality of specimens is unsatisfactory or if the herbarium lacks space and financial 

resources. Due to differences in mounting methodologies and materials, some herbaria 
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may not accept already mounted specimens. Because plant classification is generally 

based on the morphology of flowers and fruits, in some cases sterile (non-flowering or 

-fruiting) specimens might not be accepted. 

Mounting: Once dried, the specimens are mounted onto sturdy paper or cardstock using 

archival glue or tape. Care is taken to arrange the specimen in a visually appealing 

manner, with leaves, flowers, and other features clearly visible. 

Labeling: Each mounted specimen is accompanied by a label containing essential 

information such as the scientific name, collector's name, location, and date of 

collection. These labels serve as vital metadata for future reference. 

Storage: The mounted specimens are then stored in specialized cabinets or drawers 

within the herbarium, where they are protected from light, humidity, and pests. Proper 

storage conditions are essential for preserving the specimens' integrity over time. 

Evolution and Importance: 

Over the centuries, herbaria have evolved from private collections of botanical 

enthusiasts to institutional repositories housing millions of specimens. These 

collections serve as invaluable resources for scientific research, biodiversity 

conservation, and education. 

In addition to serving as a record of plant diversity, herbarium specimens are used in a 

wide range of studies, including taxonomy, ecology, and climate change research. They 

provide tangible evidence of species distributions, phenological changes, and 

evolutionary relationships. 

Conclusion: The history of herbarium collections is a testament to humanity's 

enduring fascination with the natural world. From humble beginnings to global 

repositories of botanical knowledge, herbaria continue to play a vital role in advancing 

our understanding of plant life and the ecosystems they inhabit. As we navigate the 

challenges of the 21st century, these collections serve as beacons of biodiversity, 

reminding us of the importance of preserving our natural heritage for future 

generations. 
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