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Preface

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:

Its loveliness increases; it will never

Pass into nothingness.

“Endymion,” John Keats (1795–1821)

Long ago I opened a secondhand book and a pressed flower fluttered out and lay in the sunshine leaking through the blinds that spring morning. It was as delicate as a butterfly’s wing; its colours barely faded; the petals papery and translucent. I wondered who had pressed that flower? Were they trying to capture a precious moment long forgotten? Only the flower remained. Whatever it had meant to the presser was lost, but the pansy, released from the pages of the book after so many years, was as beautiful as the day it was picked.

A pressed flower is like a memory; and like memories they change and fade over time. Flowers, with their brief little performance in the sun, have reminded many of the great poets and thinkers of their own mortality. Their fragility is a sharp and barely acknowledged pain. As the flower opens, it has already begun its dance with death. By cutting a flower and pressing it we are extending its life and defying nature. We have in some way helped them to escape their inevitable fate.


[image: Image]

© Helen Cathcart
Introduction

Melissa Richardson and Amy Fielding are joint directors of renowned London florist JamJar Flowers and its sister company, JamJar Edit.

Amy and I came together by chance when she knocked on the door of the JamJar studio around five years after I started the business. As it happens we are pretty much opposites, as much as I am mercurial and messy and careering towards seventy, Amy is just embarking on married life with her first baby, fantastically organized and meticulous about detail. Our strengths and weaknesses balance us out. Our combined love of the natural world has kept us on track and we have built a business together in JamJar Edit-our online shop and flower-pressing studio. We kind of stumbled into the world of pressed flowers, but we quickly fell in love with the process, and now we want to share some of our adventures with you here.

So we invite you to come with us on a journey of discovery and preservation. As well as being something of a manual for those who want to try their hand at flower pressing, we have tried to cover all aspects of the craft that are interesting to us. We have considered the people who pressed flowers for practical reasons—to record a plant or document a journey of discovery; those who press for sentimental reasons, to try to preserve a precious moment; or those who do so as part of an artistic practice. We have explored all the ways in which we could lift this craft out of its traditional confines and make it more relevant and modern, taking the most simple craft and elevating it to a higher level. This is where we believe it deserves to be; not tucked away in dusty Victorian herbaria, but adorning the walls of modern British homes and recalling us to nature with stunning visual artworks.

The idea for this book took shape during the Covid-19 lockdown, when so much of our lives, including our business, seemed to be disappearing before our eyes. In March 2019, as we strived to make sense out of the crazy situation, we started to sketch out a proposal for a book. We felt we had a story that people might like to hear and we had all the time in the world to think about how we could tell it. So although this book was born out of panic and fear, it also grew from a longing to rediscover the beauty in the world around us. As lockdown continued, we found that nature was pretty much what we were left with and that wasn’t too awful a proposition after all. Research for this book has led us down some fantastic rabbit holes, from which we emerged blinking into the sunlight and yearning to know more.

We hope you will enjoy all the ideas and projects in these pages and that it may encourage some of you to try pressing flowers for yourselves. It is a most rewarding pastime and one that we are so pleased to have pursued and brought into the modern world of flower artistry.
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nigella

Story by Melissa

Light love-in-a-mist, by the midsummer moon misguided,

Scarce seen in the twilight garden if gloom insist,

Seems vainly to seek for a star whose gleam has derided

Light love-in-a-mist.

“Love in a Mist,” Algernon Swinburne (1837–1909)
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There is nothing more pleasing for growing and pressing than Nigella damascena. All you need is a patch of sparse gravel and a plump seedhead begged from a friend, then you can simply scatter the angular black seeds about. They will come up in May, blue as the summer sky, the beautiful flowers nestled among the feathery leaves, ethereal and pretty-flower faeries dancing in the breeze.

When it comes to pressing, nigella is a JamJar favourite, almost invariably successful and a very good flower to start your experiments with. Nigella is part of the Ranunculaceae family, which makes it first cousin to the buttercup. It is native to southern Europe, North Africa, and Southwest Asia and likes damp, neglected land, which is probably why it loves our London gravel garden so much. En masse, the feathery leaves look like a green mist, with the starry flowers dotted through like hundreds of fluttering, tiny blue butterflies. This delicate foliage fanning out around each flower is how it gets its charming familiar name, “love-in-a-mist.”

There are many different varieties, and although most are blue, you can also get nigella in pink and white. “Persian Jewels” is a good cultivar to grow because it has all three colours in one seed pack. First cousin to Nigella damascena is Nigella sativa, also known as black cumin or kalonji/kalanji. (The word “nigella” stems from the Latin “niger,” meaning black.) The black seeds are used in cookery in Pakistan, India, and across the Middle East. The fragrant seeds have notes of onion, black pepper, and oregano, and in Palestine they are used to make qizha paste, which has a sharp, bitter taste with an underlying sweetness. It is an ingredient in tahini and various breads and pastries.

There is evidence that Nigella sativa seeds have been highly prized for thousands of years. They were found in Egyptian tombs and discovered in a Hittite flask in Turkey that is more than 4,000 years old. Rather surprisingly, despite their history, there are no myths or legends that I can find surrounding the flower. Its medical uses also seem to be minimal—although we know that nigella seeds were used in ancient times as a medicine for shortness of breath and low blood pressure.

After the flower is over, a wonderfully sculptural seedhead swells. It is bulbous, sometimes striped with red or purple, with a perky, spiky crown. I think this is where the plant gets its less-popular familiar name of “devil-in-a-bush,” or “chase-the-devil.”

At JamJar we love using the seedheads as well as the flowers in arrangements, and after they have been dried (simply by being hung upside down in a warm dry place) we use the pods in everlasting dried-flower pieces, where they add form and texture. They are as easy to dry as they are to grow, but always remember to leave a few in the garden to self-seed, so you can be certain of next year’s crop.

Nigella has so much to commend it; it is simple to grow, to dry, and to press, and all these attributes make it a beautiful and necessary flower in the JamJar pantheon.


Mulberry

Project by Amy
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In August 2014—just a few weeks before the Spring/Summer collections were due to be shown at London Fashion Week—we received a call from the prestigious British fashion label, Mulberry, to discuss an idea for their show invitations. We knew this would be an interesting commission—the previous year Mulberry had collaborated with iconic English brand Wedgwood, who made bespoke teacup and saucer sets to send out to guests ahead of the show, each complementing the colours of the Spring collection.

We were invited to Mulberry to discuss the project and preview their printed fabrics. The company wanted to incorporate pressed flowers into the design for their show invitations, inspired by the floral prints in their collection. Swathes of fabric in cornflower blues, navy, and white were printed with graphic illustrations of Queen Anne’s Lace (Ammi majus), nigella, delphiniums, and cornflowers. The idea was to send out vintage copies of The Observer’s Book of Wild Flowers to each of their guests, with pressed flowers resembling those used in the collection slipped into the cover as if they’d been pressed inside the pages of the book and long forgotten.

Flower pressing wasn’t something we had been asked to do before, but we thought, how hard could it be? Hadn’t everyone pressed flowers with their granny when they were little?

Our research suggested that the flower-pressing process would take four to six weeks, but of course, this being fashion, we were given about half that time to complete the job. Each invitation was to include around seven pressed flowers, and there were 700 invitations to be sent-so that meant we needed to press just under 5,000 flower heads in total, with a bit of contingency. The pressure was on.

The specification of Ammi majus was important as it featured repeatedly throughout Mulberry’s collection. When pressed, its dainty white flowers look like elegant lacework. Blue bee delphiniums, cornflowers, antique blue hydrangeas, and nigella reflected the prints and colours and provided a pretty range of textures and tones. Being late summer, these were all available in abundance from the flower market. They also had quite flat heads, which was to our advantage as this meant they would press quicker than other, more complex, flower varieties.

We had one tiny flower press in the studio, an old one Melissa had had for years, which we filled quickly with our first experiments. We soon learned that careful placement of the flowers inside the press was important to achieve good results. Taking time to flatten out any creases in the petals or to remove untidy leaves saved time later. The hydrangea florets pressed very quickly and kept their colour-as did the electric-blue delphinium heads. We were especially pleased with the nigella, which came out of the press with perfectly preserved flower heads and pretty frilly collars. Still, we only had two or three weeks to produce thousands of pressed flowers. With time absolutely not on our side, we tried all sorts of methods to speed up the process-ironing flowers between layers of greaseproof paper, laying them on hot tiles in the oven. We had even read about a microwave flower press, but we thought that was a step too far…
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One of our studio neighbours had a heavy iron book press, which we commandeered to fill with layers of blotting paper and hundreds of flower heads. It was a bit brutal for flower pressing, but it was a handsome thing, which also worked perfectly for Mulberry’s press shots and proved to be one of our favourite props. We ordered stacks more flower presses online, filled them, and took them home where we could keep a close eye on progress, hoping the warmth of our houses would speed up the drying process.

We didn’t need to press long stems, as the Observer books are tiny, which meant we could fit a lot of heads into each press. Hydrangeas were separated into tiny florets, delphinium heads were snipped from the main stem to be pressed as individual flowers. In every press we had failures-some flowers came out mouldy, some petals had turned brown, some were just an ugly mess. But for all the failures, there were many more successes. It seemed to be going well, our stock was building fairly rapidly, but then the guys at the flower market started sending buckets of Ammi visnaga instead of Ammi majus, as the latter was now apparently “over” for the season, just like that. Ammi visnaga has a much juicier, fatter umbel, which when flattened out becomes enormous. We tried flattening them anyway, only to find a horrible soggy mess when we opened the presses a few days later. Fortunately, Ammi majus suddenly appeared in the market again, like magic. It wasn’t over after all, and we somehow managed to press enough heads to complete the job on time.

[image: Image]

© Mulberry

The invitations were printed on pale blue paper and wrapped around the cover of each book, tied in place with blue-and-white-striped baker’s twine, then tucked into a neat kraft-paper postage box, complete with bespoke Mulberry stamps echoing the prints in the collection. Despite the frantic turnaround and our lack of knowledge, we had managed to pull off the job and the finished result looked absolutely gorgeous.

We are forever grateful to Mulberry for opening our eyes to this beautiful craft. Each time we opened a press in those early days of the job we learned a little bit more about the process, and in turn we fell completely in love with it. Little did we know that this would be the start of such a fascinating journey of botanical discovery for us.
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Hellebore
Story by Melissa

They arrive in the garden in early spring, with their lovely muted colours ranging from deep purple through plums, pinks, and greens, to white fading into pale pink. They suit the dim light in the garden. The hellebore’s familiar name of Christmas Rose, or Lenten Rose, came about because of the time at which it appears in the garden and in the wild.

Despite the shape of the flower, they are not members of the rose family, but of the buttercup, or Ranunculaceae, family. There are over twenty species and many hybrids. They were first named by Carl Linnaeus (see page 32) in 1753. The name Helleborus means harmful food, translated from the Greek “helein,” meaning to kill, and “bora,” meaning food. Not all hellebores are poisonous, but it is probably the toxic ones that have given them their dark reputation.

Pedanius Dioscorides, a Greek physician living in the first century ce, wrote a five-volume botanical text, De Materia Medica, in which he described the medicinal qualities of over 600 plants. Dioscorides has hellebores down for treating insanity and melancholy, as well as for use as a purge. Grinding the roots into a powder and ingesting it induced vomiting but also, in larger doses, death.

Sometimes at JamJar, rather unkindly, we call them hellish bores. It is annoying to have to lie down in a damp and soggy border in February, or under a vase of flowers, to see the often exquisite, freckled, downturned faces of the temperamental hellebore. You can cut the flowers and float them in a bowl of water to admire the many varieties, and while this works well, it isn’t madly to our taste. One of the prettiest gardens I know has hellebores planted on a slope so that you can actually see their lovely flowers as you walk the woodland path below. Today, clever horticulturists have developed hellebores that lift their heads up, but their natural inclination is to be downcast.

For florists, hellebores are not always easy to use; the downturned heads and tendency to wilt and sulk once cut makes them a risky choice. Not all flowers enjoy sharing a vase with hellebores, and if the hellebore does well the others often fail around it. More often the hellebore collapses limply within twenty-four hours of being cut. However, there are exceptions that last extremely well, such as “Magnificent Bells,” a firm JamJar favourite, and “Ivory Prince,” who holds his head up beautifully.

It is interesting to note that the colourful part of the flower that we would assume are its petals are in fact sepals-modified leaves that encase the developing flower bud. The actual petals are a tiny little frill around the stamens-the pollen part of the plant. Once the stamens and petals have fallen, the sepals become strong and waxy and the seedhead forms. These sepals do not lose much colour, which gives them a long season in the garden when little else is going on.
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One of the more interesting stories about hellebores is also the first recorded instance of chemical warfare. In the sixth century ce, Delphi was the seat of Pythia-the Oracle who had to be consulted on all major decisions in the ancient world. To get to this sacred site by sea, pilgrims arrived at Kirrha, a thriving port on the Gulf of Corinth. The Kirrhaen citizens took advantage of the pilgrims by imposing exorbitant taxes on them, then robbing them and abusing their women on their return from the temple. Eventually, Delphi declared war on Kirrha and so began the First Sacred War. The citizens of Kirrha locked themselves behind their fortified walls and a siege began. According to Thessalus, the attackers eventually found a secret water pipe supplying the citadel after it was broken under a horse’s hoof. The allies then poisoned the water with powdered hellebore, rendering the Kirrhaens helpless with diarrhoea and vomiting and enabling the allies to enter the city and massacre the entire population.

Another hellebore legend has it that Alexander the Great, who died aged thirty-two, was poisoned by the flower, either by his enemies, or because he was using it as a purge for an illness. And in Homer’s Odyssey, the hero Odysseus used hellebore to poison the tips of his arrows.

Hellebores also feature in witchcraft, appearing alongside belladonna and mandrake as a powerful potion or poison in rites of exorcism and curses. Magic potions made from the hellebore root aid a witch’s ability to fly; the plants are also protected by birds and provide a portal to the Underworld. According to Pliny the Elder, a naturalist writing in the first century ce, the plant needed to be gathered with many elaborate ceremonies. First, a circle is traced around the hellebore with a sword, then the person who is harvesting it has to face east and offer up incantations to the gods asking for permission to uproot the plant. If an eagle flies overhead when the plant is being lifted, so legend goes, the harvester will die within the year. I am pleased to be able to confirm that I don’t think this can be true. We have lifted many hellebores-roots and all-in the presence of many birds, without obvious ill-effects!
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Hellebores grow in the shadows and thrive in the darkest months of the year, when the days are short and there is little else to see in the garden. Looking at the black hellebore, Helleborus officinalis, it is easy to understand how their gothic appearance and poisonous roots have inspired the many dark and sinister stories that surround them.

But the ominous and difficult reputation of hellebores is forgiven when it comes to pressing. They are the dream; they hold their shape and colour beautifully and, of course, we can easily manipulate those beautiful heads so that they stare us straight in the face, as they rarely do when they are growing in the ground.
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pressing Tools
Guide

To get started with flower pressing you just need a few basic items that are easy to get from stationery or craft shops.

Flower press

We press most of our flowers in a standard-sized flower press—36 × 28cm (14 × 11 inches)—which fits pieces of blotting paper and card comfortably. For larger specimens we make our own flower presses using long MDF boards with holes drilled in the four corners and at intervals down the length for large screws. If you don’t have a press, you can replicate this using several heavy books!

Screws, wing nuts, washers

Most flower presses come complete with fittings; the washers help protect the wooden top and bottom layers from damage when tightly screwing the wing nuts.

Blotting paper & card

When you buy a press it will come with paper and card, but it’s helpful to have spares to replace damp sheets during pressing. Blotting paper is the best option, as it absorbs the moisture from the flowers, while card acts as a barrier to stop moisture seeping through the layers of paper. The thicker the paper, the better.

Scissors

A pair of sharp scissors is essential for snipping the ends of your stems. Japanese Niwaki scissors are great for precision.

Masking tape

We use masking tape to label our presses once full. This allows us to change the labels easily when we empty a press.

Pencil

Used for labelling. Write the flower types and date of pressing onto your masking tape to keep track of your pressings.

PAPER towelS

Use to dab moisture from flower stems before pressing.
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Herbarium
Story by Melissa

An herbarium is simply a collection of pressed and dried flowers, individually mounted and carefully labelled. Although not created specifically for artistic reasons, the flowers are often breathtakingly beautiful, even when viewed hundreds of years after the plants were gathered.

It was after a visit to a local small herbarium at the South London Botanical Institute that we decided to make our own collection of pressed flowers. Although our motive was to press specimens that we could make into artworks, rather than for scientific research, we were inspired and started to fill our archive boxes with flowers for as yet unplanned artwork.
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The first herbaria were created long before photography existed, largely in order to record what plants looked like and to name them. Specimens were carefully selected to have a bud, a seedhead, a fully formed flower, and often roots, too. They were then labelled with the location where they were found, the nature of their habitat, when and by whom the plant was collected, and their colour was noted. Although artists were also frequently taken on plantfinding missions, their work could never be as perfectly botanically accurate and reliable as the pressed plant. This is also true of photography, which can be manipulated much more easily than a living flower simply pressed.

There is something magical about gazing at a plant that was pressed many centuries earlier. It is so easy to muse on its life when all the evidence is there for you to see. To imagine its first struggle through the surface of the soil, its growth into a mature plant somewhere far away, withstanding the vagaries of harsh weather and rain, and then to imagine again the arrival of the collector, cutting and pressing the flower and taking careful records. All these images flash into my mind’s eye when looking at herbarium specimens.

There’s nothing more charming than seeing a little wild strawberry, for example, with fruit, flower, and roots intact, suspended in time and strapped down with a little strip of tape, and reading the old-fashioned spidery writing next to it, telling you all about its known life. Even the imperfections, brown leaves, and insect damage only add to the story. Sometimes it seems the plant is calling out to you: “Look at me. My whole life is here if you will only look closely.”

Carl Linnaeus said, “an herbarium is better than any illustration; every botanist should make one.” He himself had a collection of around 14,000 specimens at the time of his death, which was then purchased by James Edward Smith, who founded the Linnaean Society in 1788. The Linnean Society was established “to inform, involve, and inspire people about nature and its significance,” and the society is still very much operational to this day at its home in Burlington House, London.

Herbaria have many practical uses and are of fundamental importance to science. Here are some of the main reasons for the plant collections kept in herbaria around the world:


	For species identification and taxonomy.

	To establish the provenance of a plant.

	To catalogue and identify flora and record the changes in vegetation over time.

	For the study of geographic distributions and habitats of plants.

	As a record of plants that have become extinct, which also acts as an aid for scientists to track climate change and the effects of human impact on native species.

	To provide a source of plant DNA and an aid to botanists trying to determine and control invasive species.

	As an aid to seed collection. Any seed entering the Millennium Seed Bank in Sussex, home to over 2.3 billion seeds from around the world, must have a pressed specimen to accompany it.
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The first record of an herbarium being created for scholarly purposes was made by Luca Ghini (1490–1556). Ghini was an Italian physician and botanist who was responsible for the first botanical garden in Europe. He called his pressed and dried plants his hortus siccus, or “dried garden.” A scholar and a university lecturer, Ghini’s idea for preserving the plants from his garden was really so that he could continue to lecture on botany and plant diversity with practical demonstrations through the winter months while most plants lay dormant. He discovered an innovative method for preserving plants by means of pressing them between sheets of absorbent paper, adding pressure to remove the moisture. Then, once dry, he mounted them with glue onto the blank pages of a book to form a practical research tool for his students. Sadly, none of Ghini’s original herbarium survives today, but plants preserved by his pupils, such as Gherardo Cibo, are still in existence. Francesco Perolini, certainly a correspondent if not a pupil of Ghini, made one of the most charming herbaria still extant. Known simply as En Tibi, it is a large, beautiful book of pressings covering 473 species. The full title translated from the Latin is: “Here, for you, a Smiling Garden of Everlasting Flowers.”

Ghini’s contemporary, a German botanist, explorer, and plant collector called Leonhard Rauwolf, travelled to Western Asia and Turkey and created four volumes of pressed and preserved plants. Some of the pages had a thick border of coloured wallpaper to allow room for some of the more exotic and bulky pieces he had collected on his travels. These two herbaria were greatly prized and led quite a chequered life, being owned, at one point, by the Habsburg Emperor Rudolf II (1552–1612), from whose palace they were stolen and taken to Bavaria in 1620. They were stolen again by the Swedes, during the Thirty Years War (1618–48), and eventually ended up in the collection of the botanically minded Queen Christina of Sweden, who later gave the collection to her librarian, Isaac Vossius. Vossius donated both the En Tibi and the Rauwolf Collection to Leiden University, where they remain. This journey shows you not only how much these scholarly works were desired as botanical curiosities but, I suspect, also how much they were valued as items of great beauty.

After the deprivations of the Dark Ages, when learning was actively forbidden by the Catholic Church and empirical enquiry was closed down, came the burgeoning of intellectual and artistic expression that we call the Renaissance. The Renaissance was a period during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries of great social change-it came as a shaft of light, a burst of new ideas and scientific discovery, bringing with it such innovations as the use of perspective in paintings, the creation of the telescope, the microscope and the herbarium.

There are some 800 herbariums in Europe, more than anywhere else in the world, which is largely down to the climate of this continent and the passion for travel in the eighteenth century. Climatically, for at least four months of the year most European plants are largely dormant, and in more moist and humid climates the specimens were more likely to rot. There is now a lot of controversy about the way plants were collected from foreign lands and brought back to Europe over centuries, often to benefit the patrons of the explorers. Native people of the countries from which plants were plundered were rarely, if ever, compensated, or even asked, before their precious resources were taken and used to enrich Western civilizations. Today this is known as biopiracy, and it is illegal. When a plant is said to have been “discovered” by a botanist, it will have obviously been well known to the natives of the country in which it was “found” for centuries. The directors of herbaria around the world are now doing their best to relabel and retell the stories of their plant collections.

Of course, the Europeans weren’t the only ones curating information about plants and recording their medical uses, or creating naming systems-known as nomenclature. In China, India, and the Islamic world, texts with details of plants have been compiled for thousands of years, although more usually with text and illustrations than with pressed species. The pressing of flowers is perhaps less important in countries where the climate provides species more or less all year round. The Aztecs had massive plantspecimen libraries, all of which were destroyed by the European invasion under Hernán Cortés. Montezuma, the Aztec king, kept zoological and botanical gardens, which were vastly superior to those of his contemporaries in Europe. A huge source of knowledge was lost after the invasion, except for Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis-a little book of Indian herbs written about thirty years after the Spanish Conquest by Martin de la Cruz and translated into Latin by Juan Badianus. It became known as the Bardianus Manuscript and was an important document, but the wonderful illustrations are highly stylized and therefore inaccurate, making them less useful than pressed species.

[image: Image]

© Helen Cathcart

From the immaculate Mutis Collection housed in the Botanical Gardens in Madrid, to the National Herbarium in Paris, these herbaria tend to have fascinating histories. The latter houses the collection of Alexander von Humboldt and Aimé Bonpland, two European botanists who had sent precious specimens to friend and mentor Carl Willdenhow in Germany. After Willdenhow’s death, his collection was sold to the herbarium of Berlin’s Botanical Gardens, which, in 1940, was one of the largest and most important in the world. It contained some four million species collected over 175 years. During World War II, many specimens, including those collected by Humboldt and Willdenow, were moved to a mine shaft near Bleicherode, in Central Germany, for safekeeping. Fortunately, as it turned out, because on 1 March 1943 the herbarium received a direct hit from an Allied bomb and most of the collection was lost to fire and water damage. Elmer Merrill wrote in the 1943 edition of Science magazine. “The loss of the Berlin herbarium is a catastrophe of major proportions to world botany.”

The largest herbaria in the world are located in the Museum of Natural History in Paris, the New York Botanical Garden, the Komarov Botanical Institute in St Petersburg, Russia, and the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew. The herbarium at Kew, in west London, was started by the first Director of Kew Gardens, William Hooker, in his own home. Subsequent donations by eminent botanists meant that by 1877 there was a need for greater space. Yorkshireman Richard Spruce devoted his entire life to botanical explorations from the local Yorkshire flora to the Pyrenees and, at the request of William Hooker, he spent five years in the Amazon, Peru, and Ecuador, where he discovered the Cinchona plant-the source of quinine. Spruce suffered from extremely poor health, including intermittent bouts of malaria, and, on discovering the efficacy of the Cinchona on his symptoms, he sent seeds to India, where many thousands of lives were saved from the mosquito-transmitted killer disease. However, it is probable that Spruce benefited financially from this transaction and equally almost certain that the Ecuadoreans did not, so this is another example of the whole thorny question of biopiracy. Despite his ulterior financial motive, I can’t help feeling fond of Spruce, who said in 1908: “I like to look on plants as sentient beings… which live and enjoy their lives…which beautify the earth and after death may adorn my herbarium…”

The herbarium at Kew has continued to grow-with new wings being added between 1903 and 1969, and then again in 1989, as more and more species flooded in from around the world. The collection now houses around seven million preserved specimens collected over 170 years, with around 25,000 more added each year. The modern wing that was incorporated in 2010 has climate control, which creates the perfect environment for keeping plants in optimum condition. Slowly the collection is being digitized and a database created so it can offer greater opportunities for research for anybody who needs it-from researchers in agriculture, environmental, and climate science to artists to scientists.

Then there is RHS Wisley, which contains over 90,000 ornamental plants out of a possible 400,000 grown in gardens in the UK today, and provides an essential resource for the ever-growing and popular RHS Plant Finder, which is an A–Z directory of plant names that also helpfully suggests where you can buy them.

Although the United States was a late starter in creating plant collections, it has certainly caught up, and in many places it has overtaken the rest of the world. Today, herbaria are generally accepted in the United States to be of national importance, and a knowledge of local plants is considered to be an essential part of a good education. The Americans have been particularly diligent about digitizing their specimens to allow greater access for botanists, climate scientists, and academic research. In February 2020, sixty-three million specimen records for plants and fungi were available online-most of these plants are held in US herbaria.

Today there are more than 3,300 herbaria in 178 countries holding nearly 390 million examples of plants gathered from the furthest corners of planet Earth. Little did the early collectors know how valuable their specimens would be to the future of botany, or that they would still be an essential resource for scientific study hundreds of years after they were first collected.

From the early collectors to the scientists who are digitizing the data for future scholars, it is impossible to name all the remarkable people who have collected, annotated, and cared for these collections. Herbarium: The Quest to Preserve & Classify the World’s Plants, by Barbara M. Thiers, is an excellent reference for all things herbaria. To quote Thiers, herbaria are “a compelling reminder of one of humanity’s better impulses: to save things-not just for ourselves, but for generations to come.” It is also impossible to evaluate the enormous amount of time and trouble that has been taken to create these important records, which hold the key to many of the secrets of Earth and its survival.
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Carl Linnaeus
Story by Melissa

Carl von Linné (1707–78) is the man who devised a standardized system for naming plants. Up until the time he set himself this massive task, the taxonomy of plants was rather haphazard, with the same plants being known by several different names in different parts of the world. Under his system, each plant was given two names (binomial); the first referred to the genus, the second to the species. For instance, Rosa (meaning rose) canina (meaning dog) is the Dog Rose. So passionate was he about the project that he even gave himself a binomial Latin name: “Carolus Linnaeus.”

Nomenclature is the system of naming in a particular field or study. In his Species Plantarum of 1753, Carl Linnaeus set out a method for naming 7,300 plants, which was soon adopted by botanists the world over, and as a result he became known as the father of modern taxonomy. Linnaeus took a lot of names from the ancient Greek myths or the people who discovered them-such as Rosa banksiae after Joseph Banks.

Linnaeus was not the first to attempt to categorize plants. As far back as Theophrastus (370–287 ce) and Dioscorides (40–90 ce), scholars had been trying to create such a system. From mediaeval times the highly literate and educated Benedictine monks wrote down their knowledge of plants and their medicinal uses under their Latin names, but until the invention of the printing press, this information was only read by a few scholars. Linnaeus introduced order into a system that we still use to this day.

After he completed his magnum opus, Species Plantarum, Linnaeus went on to classify plants further according to the number of male and female reproductive organs they each had. In an attempt to make clear his findings about how plants reproduce, he used language that could be easily understood. By referring to the reproductive organs of plants with human names for male and female parts and sexual metaphors, he inadvertently created a botanical scandal. He describes the flower’s petals as serving as “bridal beds.” Explicit language and rather fanciful imaginings of the plants’ sex lives were considered to be in very bad taste. In addition to what was generally quite shocking, the system did not really work as the basic premise was flawed. Darwin’s Theory of Evolution had not yet been written, and Linnaeus had not understood that species could and would mutate over time.

After Linnaeus’ death in 1778, his family sold his extensive collection of specimens and all his notebooks to James Edward Smith, who brought them to London and formed the Linnaean Society, which still exists today and is where botanists and interested parties meet to discuss new plant discoveries.

However, Carl Linnaeus leaves a great legacy. Plants are still named using his method, and any whose names were given to them by Linnaeus are correctly followed by the letter L-such as Rosa Canina L. His work lives on.
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Pressing flowers
Guide

While the Victorians might have slipped a freshly picked flower between the pages of a book to preserve its beauty, we recommend using a flower press to get the best results. This device consists of two sturdy pieces of board (MDF works well) with layers of absorbent paper in between, screws through each corner and wing nuts to tighten. If you don’t have one, though, a heavy book is still a serviceable tool for flower pressing.

We have found blotting paper to be most effective when pressing, as it does a very good job of drawing out moisture from the flowers quickly and efficiently, which is important to prevent them rotting. Most modern flower press sets will come complete with blotting paper and sheets of card to separate the layers, however, it is always good to have a few extra sheets to hand. The blotting paper absorbs moisture, while the card acts as a barrier, preventing the moisture bleeding into the next paper layer-so the thicker they are, the more effective they will be in the press. We source our blotting paper from John Purcell, a family-run business in South London that stocks every kind of paper you can imagine, and is a lovely excursion if you have a penchant for paper.

The process of pressing flowers is a slow one. It takes between one and four weeks to press a flower, depending on the type; for example, a wildflower with a tiny flower head and
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