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EDIT Workpackage 5 – Interview 7 Model Detail  
 
 
The taxonomist is a mycologist working in the Botanical Museum of the University of 
Copenhagen. His main work over the past 26 years has been a comprehensive account of 
the fungi of Denmark, the Nordic Macromycetes, a broad account of the fungi of this region. 
The taxonomic information contained within this work is valid under the rules of the ICBN, 
even though for later volumes the taxonomist has published any revisions in separate 
scientific papers. 
 
The number of fungi species in existence is difficult to put a figure to; about 100,000 species 
have been described so far, though the figure could be as high as 1.5M. They are ubiquitous 
across the Earth. 
 
Mycology is a discipline which enjoys a large and highly skilled amateur base. Half of all 
specialists are amateurs; in mycology the distinction between the two can blur. Bodies such 
as the Danish Mycological Society help maintain the community, organising regular meets 
and collecting trips for it’s 2000 members. 
 
The taxonomist’s work can be roughly divided as follows: 
 

Research 50%  
Curation 40% 
Admin  10% 

 
The following table describes the individual steps of the process model in detail. 
 
Action Select taxonomic 

group to work on 
The taxonomist’s work is focussed towards a long 
term publication, the Nordic Macromycetes. This 
ongoing work is a broad account of the fungi of this 
region, so there is much to choose from. The 
particular group of fungi to group on is determined by 
the focus at the time. It could be geographical, to 
focus on a particular region, or taxonomic, focussing 
on a particular group. 
 

Activity Collecting activities Collecting activities are particularly crucial in 
mycology, as specimens invariably degrade over 
time even under the most careful curation regime. 
Some morphological characters begin to degrade 
almost as soon as the fungus is collected, so 
observation in–situ can be vital. Taste and smell can 
also be used in taxonomic descriptions of fungi – 
these characters do not survive long after collection 
either. 
 
Fieldwork can therefore be undertaken for numerous 
reasons; 
-  a dearth of specimens for a particular taxonomic 
group 
- a lack of understanding of the taxonomic structure 
of a group 
- assuring good coverage of a geographical region 
- new specimens being required to assess 
characters that do not survive curation. 
 

Action Arrange permits and 
practicalities 

Collecting trips are regular, both locally in Denmark, 
and in the region of Siberia. Local collecting trips are 
relatively simple to arrange , so the practicalities of 
the trip can be easily arranged by the taxonomist 
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himself. Collecting permits can be required when 
inside national parks or other protected areas but it is 
rarely a problem to acquire them.  
 
Collecting in Siberia used to involve an extensive 
permit procedure, though this burden is lessened in 
recent times. Permits are still require to remove 
biological material from most countries however. 
 
Many collections take place as an organised activity 
within a conference or meet of like minded 
enthusiasts, both from professional and amateur 
bodies. Mycology is a discipline with a extensive and 
knowledgeable amateur base – half of all specialists 
are amateurs. 
 

Action Conduct collection No specialist equipment is required for collecting 
fungi; merely patience and a keen eye. As 
mentioned, some measurements have to be taken in 
the field; where and on what the fungi is growing, the 
general conditions such as humidity, altitude and 
lat/long, and certain characters such as taste and 
smell, both of which quickly degrade after harvesting. 
 

Action Transport specimens 
home 

Fungi are very light, especially when dried. They are 
carried home by the taxonomist. 
 

Activity Search Literature Performing a search of the literature is crucial in 
order to gain a full understanding of the current level 
of knowledge of the taxonomic group. The identity of 
the species to search for arises from the taxonomist 
own knowledge, and the search itself, through 
citations and checklists.  
 

Action Identify papers First identify which papers are relevant: 
 
- Index Fungorum, a fungi checklist maintained by 
the international community. It is free to use and 
seen as particularly reliable. 
- Google 
- the Bibliography of Fungi, a hard-copy catalogue 
that contains the title of all taxonomic papers on fungi 
- Sylloge Fungarum, another checklist 
 

Action Gather papers - The Botanical Library at the University. Established 
in 1752, the library almost always has the papers 
required. 
- For mixed journals, the main University library can 
be used 
- For papers focussing on fungal pathology, the 
Veterinary High Scholl library can be used. 
- In the very rare case that none of the above 
libraries will store a copy of the journal in question, 
inter-library loans can be used 
 

Activity Gather specimens Broad activity representing the identification and 
gathering together of the specimens needed 
 

Action Locate specimens in 
other collections 

Can be located via a number of sources: 
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- The location of type specimens is always given in 
modern papers, and often in older papers 
- If location is not given, the identity of the collector 
will be. The taxonomist’s knowledge of the collector 
may include the institutes the collector worked at, 
giving hints as to the location of specimens. 
- Send out general queries to all European herbaria 
asking for all specimens in the group, and those 
unidentified that are thought to be in the group. 
Though this is no small undertaking is ensures a full 
coverage of the available specimens, and helps the 
other herbaria in cataloguing their unidentified 
collection 
 

Action Gather specimens 
from other 
collections 

Fungi specimens are generally light and relatively 
easy to send through the post. Loan requests are 
emailed to the curator of the collection in question. It 
generally takes 1-3 months from sending the email to 
receiving the specimen. 
 

Action Local collections The taxonomist curates the University’s mycological 
collection 
 

Activity Examination A broad activity covering all forms of examination of 
the gathered specimens 
 

Action Preliminary 
examination 

First pass visual examination. Literally lay out the 
specimens on as large a table as possible, and begin 
to group them into piles based on broad taxonomic 
group. The aim is to provide a preliminary 
identification to the level of at least genus, and to 
break down the specimen group into smaller 
manageable chunks. Hand written notes may be 
taken. 
 

Action Focus on a particular 
group 
 

Choose a manageable chunk and work on this group 
further. The choice may be determined by a logical 
extension of recent work, or may be simply according 
to the taxonomist’s wishes 
 

Action Prepare slides Slides are prepared for microscopic examination, 
using staining techniques where felt appropriate. 
 
The taxonomist prepares his own slides. 
 

Action First microscopic 
examination 

Examine the slides under the microscope. 
Techniques used are the standard light microscope 
and stereomicroscope. Both stained slides and 
phase-contrast microscopy can be used. Notes are 
taken by hand. 
 
SEM examination is available but not considered 
necessary. This examination is also time-consuming 
and expensive. 
 

Action Identify key 
characters for group  

The taxonomist attempts to identify the key 
characters distinguishing the taxonomic group as 
early as possible, in order to avoid the necessity of 
recording all possible characters. 
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Action Take character 
measurements 

Measuring these characters can be done by eye, 
using the calibration scale, or digitally using 
computer. The taxonomist prefers to take 
measurements directly using the eye. Measurements 
are recorded by hand. 
 

Activity Develop theory This category represents the whole process of 
developing the taxonomic theory 
 

Action Develop species 
concept 

Compare the organised specimens with the notes 
taken, and develop a taxonomic theory 
 

Action Assess theory 
against specimens 

Return to the specimens and assess the theory 
against them 
 

Decision Theory complete? If the theory is valid, move on to ascribing names. If 
more work is required return to comparing the 
specimens and notes 
 

Action Ascribe names to 
species 

Assign names to new species. Taxonomists are 
allowed much latitude in ascribing new species, 
though it remains good practise to use a name that 
will be useful in some way, perhaps based on a 
strong physical characteristic of the species. 
 
The rules of nomenclature stipulated by the ICBN will 
determine how groups with existing specimens are 
named. 
 

Activity Publish paper  A broad category describing the compilation and 
submission of a scientific paper for publication. 
 

Action Produce formal 
description 

Prepare the taxonomic description. This should 
contain the distinguishing micro and macroscopic 
features. Ecological factors can also be included in 
relevant; some species will always be found growing 
on a certain type of tree for example. 
 
Descriptions must be published in Latin according to 
the rules of the ICBN. Previously, a colleague at the 
university would translate the descriptions into Latin 
for the taxonomist. This person has since retired 
however so a new approach will be required in the 
future. 
 

Action Illustrations The paper should contain illustrations depicting the 
distinguishing physical characteristics of the species. 
Photographs can be used as well, in particular 
photographs of the spores taken from microscope 
examination. The taxonomist prepares both of these 
himself. Photographs will likely be adjusted to bring 
relevant features to the fore; for example by 
manipulating contrast. This is done using Adobe 
Photoshop. 
 

Action Prepare specimen 
list 

Prepare a list of the specimens used in the revision. 
Not every specimen will be listed, but a selection 
from the collection sent to each institute. This avoids 
the necessity of listing hundreds of specimens in a 
paper but provides future researchers with the 
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specimen location. 
 

Action Compile paper Compile the various sections of the manuscript into a 
scientific paper 
 

Action Friendly review Informal review of the manuscript by colleagues. 
 

Action Revise manuscript Revise the manuscript in the light of review 
comments. 
 

Action Submit paper Send the manuscript to the journal for publication. 
 

Decision Paper returned for 
review 

Manuscripts are almost always returned for editing. If 
so, review according to the editorial comments. 
 

Action Return loan 
specimens 
 

Return the loans, via post. 
 

Action Update collection 
database 
 

The local collection database is updated, 
 

Action Integrate new 
specimens into the 
collection 
 

The specimens are labelled and place in the 
Museum collection 
 

Action Paper published  
 

 


