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100 Uses for an Herbarium (Well at Least 72)

Article (PDF Available) - January 2003 with 309 Reads
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Vicki A. Funk
a1 40.5 - Smithsonian Institution

Abstract

For the past year or so | have been keeping a list of uses of herbaria. Two recent events have greatly increased that list. First, | published an article
titled "The Importance of Herbaria” (Funk 2003) and a number of my colleagues sent in additional uses. Second, | attended a "Workshop to Produce
a Decadal Vision for Taxonomy and Natural History Collections” (held in Gainsville, Florida, sponsored by NSF). In preparing for the workshop the
list increased to ca. 50 and during the workshop additional uses were mentioned and the current total is 72. Herbaria, dried pressed plant
specimens and their associated collections data, ancillary collections (2.g., photographs) and library materials, are remarkable and irreplaceable
sources of information about plants and the world they inhabit. They provide the comparative material that is essential for studies in taxonomy,
systematics, ecology, anatomy, morphology, conservation biclogy, biodiversity, ethnobotany, and palechiclogy, as well as being used for teaching
and by the public. They are a veritable gold mine of information and the foundation of comparative biology. According to the updated website of
Index Herbariorum (Holmgren & Holmgren, 2003), there are 3240 herbaria in the world. Just in the USA there are more than 60 million specimens in
628 herbaria (Funk and Morin, 2000). At the US National Herbarium (National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution) there are nearly
5 million specimens, and, just for the record, about 500,000 of the US specimens are in the Compositae. Recent articles have highlighted the



Curator Vicki Funk of the US Mational Herbarium displays one of the collection’s 5 million specimens.

ﬁant collections
get pruned back

North America’s herbaria wilt under budget pressure.

BY BOER DENG

H

erbaria in North America are withering
away. Collections of preserved plant
specimens that have been accumulat-

useful, she says, but only with the real thing can
you feel the points of a bristle or trace a tendril’s
curl. “You can't get those details from a picture”

That sensory experience may be less valued
these days because many botanists now find

nature International weekly journal of sciene
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twentieth century to track the spread of cheat
grass (Bromus tectorum), an invasive species
from Europe, throughout the US southwest.
The pattern supports a growing body of evi-
dence that successful invasions require multiple
introductions of an exotic species (A. R. Pawlak
et al. Biol. Invasion. 17, 287-306;2015).
Herbaria do not necessarily disappear
altogether when they close. Their specimens
are often absorbed by other institutions: the
Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden in Clare-
mont, California, for example, has taken in at
least three other collections since 2000. In one
case, staff had to race against an impending
rainstorm to rescue specimens from aload-
ing dock where they had been unceremoni-
ously dumped. “We more or less had to drop
everything and go and fetch it” recalls Lucinda
McDade, the garden’s executive director.
Drama also surrounded the 2004 transfer
of the herbarium at the University of Iowa in
Iowa City to Iowa State University in Ames. A
lawsuit tried to stop the move, but eventually
more than 200,000 specimens were packed up
and driven the 200 kilometers to Iowa State.
And last year, the Brooklyn Botanic Garden in
New York said that it would sell the building
that housed its herbarium. In April, the garden
lent its collection to the New York Botanical
Garden until room can be found for it else-
where. But some curators worry that the move
out of Brooklyn will prove permanent.
Merging collections can have benefits, says
James Miller, vice-president of science and
conservation at the Missouri Botanical Gar-
den in St Louis, which will absorb the Dunn-
Palmer collection. Samples can be better
curated at larger institutions, and might catch

CHRIS MADDALONI NATURE



Some Statistics of 2nd [HS
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Chinese Virtual Herbarium

The comparison of situation of herbaria between two

editinng

First time recorded 41
Updated and active 224
Out of contact and "inactive" 96
Transferred to or incorporated into

anther herbaria 19
Destroyed and no longer exist 6
Not updated 14

Total number of herbaria 359

183
96

19

14
318
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Chinese Virtual Herbarium

96 inactive herbaria
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