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Fig. 49. Storing specimens. A. Example of a seaweed herbarium specimen (Grateloupia 
lithophila) and label in the ring binder at the GENT herbarium; B. The National Herbarium 

of Sri Lanka in Peradeniya; C. The inside of the National Herbarium of Sri Lanka; D. 
The cupboards where the specimens are kept in the National Herbarium of Sri Lanka; 
E. Cupboard with the large herbarium specimens at the GENT herbarium; F. Cupboard 

with smaller herbarium specimens classified in ring binders at the GENT herbarium; G. A 
mounted specimen of Acrosorium ciliolatum (Harvey) Kylin, with field identification on the 

full label and final identification on the ‘Determinavit-label’.
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9.1.8. Formalin-preserved specimens

Most herbarium specimens can be resoaked for anatomical analysis, but most of the 
time cells remain shrivelled and cytological details (e.g. plasts) difficult to observe. 
Therefore it is better to keep (part of) a specimen in 4% formaldehyde (pure formalin 
= 40%, so 1 part of formalin + 9 parts of SEAwater; the concentration is not critical and 
even half the above will usually give good preservation). Add the same label (number) 
as the serial number of the herbarium specimen and add ‘+F’ on the herbarium label 
and in your data set as to indicate that there is a formalin-preserved specimen.

Formalin is a strong irritant and carcinogenic and therefore should be handled with 
care, avoiding inhalation or direct contact with the skin. Store the formalin preserved 
specimens in hermetically closed vials, out of the light, in a (preferably cool) room 
with ventilation and NEVER in a room where persons are working on a regular basis 
(separate store room)!!!

9.1.9. Silica-preserved specimens

Fragments of most herbarium specimens can be used for molecular analysis (in as 
far as they have not been previously stored in formalin), but most of the time results 
are (much) better when fragments are immediately dried in silicagel. Therefore, 
Eppendorfs are being used, (almost) filled with fine-grained silicagel. The Eppendorfs 
should be kept closed at all times, otherwise the silicagel would attract air humidity. 
Only a small fragment (a few mm only) of an apical part of the specimen should be cut 
off and cleaned and dried with a paper tissue. The young apices are less epiphytized 
but still have to be cleaned as to remove the eventual single-celled epiphytes (e.g. 
diatoms). The fragment is put in the Eppendorf and a tiny label with the same serial 
number as the herbarium specimen is added (Fig. 50A). The Eppendorf should be 
closed immediately (Fig. 50B) and somewhat shaked, as to completely surround 
the fragment by silicagel: the quicker the drying process, the better the molecular 
extraction will proceed. Some scientists prefer to dry two fragments for the case that 
the DNA-extraction on the first fragment didn’t succeed. It is useful to indicate on the 
top of the Eppendorf that it has been used (Fig. 50C). On the herbarium label and in 
the data set ‘+S’ should be added as to indicate that there is a silicagel-preserved 
portion. Of course this should be deleted from the data set as soon as the fragment(s) 
have been used.

Fig. 50. Silicagel dried specimens. A. Putting a specimen in a labeled Eppendorf; B. Closing 
the Eppendorf; C. Indicating that the Eppendorf has been used.

Molecular techniques are outside the scope of this field guide. For details we refer to 
Hillis & Moritz (1996).
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