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In this paper the landmark contribution of the Florentine tropical botanical collections
played in the Flora of Ethiopia and Eritrea Project is presented as well as a historical
sketch of the Tropical Herbarium of Florence (FT). The most important steps from the be-
ginning of the studies in tropical African botany, especially in Ethiopia and Eritrea, by
Italian botanists up to the present time are described.

Key words: Flora of Ethiopia and Eritrea, Italian botanists, importance of Florentine her-
baria.

Riccardo M. Baldini, Dipartimento di Biologia Evoluzionistica & Centro Studi Erbario
Tropicale, Universita degli Studi di Firenze, Via G. La Pira 4, 1-50121, Italy. E-mail:
rbaldo@unifi.it; erbtrop@unifi.it

First explorations in Africa: Ethiopia and Eritrea

After the unification of the Italian nation in 1861, interest in African territories
arose and Italian botanists and agronomists began to explore the flora of Ethiopia,
Eritrea and other countries of North Africa.

In 1870 Orazio Antinori (Fig. 1A), and Odoardo Beccari (Fig. 1B) were the
first scientists in charge of research and botanical collecting in Ethiopia (Scioa)
during an expedition that was primarily arranged in order to allow for the pur-
chase of Assab Bay. Antinori, in particular, was deeply involved in geographical
and geobotanical research in Ethiopia. In 1877 he created a scientific research
station in Let-Marefia under the aegis of the Emperor Menelik. Antinori, born in
Perugia died in Ethiopia, and was buried in Let-Marefia. Beccari’s plant collec-
tions from the expedition can be considered the first made in Ethiopia by an Ital-
ian botanist (Pichi Sermolli 1988). In 1886 Ugolino Martelli published his Flo-
rula Bogosensis based on the plant specimens collected by Beccari in the Bogos
area (Martelli 1886) and a further contribution to the knowledge of the flora of
Ethiopia based on material from the expedition was published by Avetta (1895).

Between 1878 and 1892, important expeditions were carried out by Luigi
Robecchi Brichetti, Domenico Riva and Eugenio Ruspoli in southern Ethiopia
(between Zeila and Harrar) and in Somalia. Later, between 1892 and 1914,
Achille Terracciano and Agostino Pappi collected in Eritrea (Dahalac Archipel-
ago, Anfilah Bay, Bogos and Habab areas) under the aegis of Romualdo Pirotta in
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Figure 1. Italian botanists of importance for the Flora of Ethiopia and Eritrea. A. Orazio Antinori
(1811-1882); B. Odoardo Beccari (1843-1920); C. Emilio Chiovenda (1871-1941); D. Rodolfo
Pichi Sermolli (1912-2005, courtesy of Pichi Sermolli’s family).

Rome. Pirotta (1893—-1902, 1896, 1903—-1908) supervised a series of contributions

to the flora of Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia, mostly based on the collections
made between 1870 and 1900.
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The number of tropical botanical collections, mainly from eastern Africa, in It-
aly at the beginning of the 20th century could be estimated at ¢. 50,000. At about
the same time a very important geographical expedition was carried out in Ethio-
pia and Eritrea by Giotto Dainelli and Olinto Marinelli. No botanists were in-
volved, but this expedition set the basis for future journeys to those areas.

The birth and history of the Tropical Herbarium of Florence

In order to ensure that the collections made by Italian botanists and collectors in
the tropics were housed in an appropriate location, Pirotta promoted the idea of a
Colonial Herbarium and Museum in Rome. In that way all botanical collections
from the tropics, with emphasis on the Italian colonies, would be brought together
in one place. In 1904 the Erbario e Museo Coloniale was established at the Bo-
tanical Institute of the University in Rome.

According to Moggi (1996), the activities of the Tropical Herbarium can be di-
vided into three periods: the Roman period (1904-1914); the move to Florence
and the period between the two World Wars (1914-1945); and after World War 11
(1945-1994), to which we should add, the most recent period (1995-2009), i.e.,
the situation in the 21* century and the prospects for the future.

The Roman period (1904-1914)

During this period the most important collections were made by Adriano Fiori,
Achille Terracciano and Agostino Pappi in Eritrea and Somalia, and in Ethiopia by
Emilio Chiovenda (Fig. 1C) and Giovanni Negri. Between 1909 and 1913 Fiori
(1912-1913) published several contributions on the flora of Ethiopia and Eritrea
including an important work on the trees and forests of Eritrea (Fiori 1912).

The period between the two World Wars (1914-1945)

In 1914 the Erbario e Museo Coloniale moved from Rome to Florence in order to
consolidate the most important botanical collections in a more appropriate center:
the University of Florence. The original institute changed its name to Regio Er-
bario Coloniale di Firenze (the Royal Colonial Herbarium of Florence). In 1969 it
became Erbario Tropicale (the Tropical Herbarium of Florence) and, in 2004 the
current Centro Studi Erbario Tropicale (Centre for Studies of the Tropical Her-
barium), which houses important type collections, represented here by specimens
collected by Antinori, Robecchi-Brichetti and Pichi Sermolli (Fig. 2).

During this period the role of Chiovenda was predominant. He visited Eritrea
and Ethiopia for the first time in 1909 and returned to Italy with 3000 specimens.
Later he focussed his research mainly on the Somalian flora. Between 1911 and
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Figure 2. Type specimens from Centro Studi

Erbario Tropicale (FT): upper left — type of
«Tipo Vernonia antinoriana Avetta (= V. urticifo-

lia A. Rich.); upper right — type of Er-

agrostis hararensis Chiov. based on Robec-

chi-Brichetti’s specimen; lower left — type of
i Acacia bavazzanoi Pic. Serm. based on Pichi
AR i Sermolli’s specimen.
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1940 he published the results of his research in North East and East Africa
(Chiovenda (1911-1915, 1917, 1928, 1940).

Since Chiovenda was really attracted by the flora of Ethiopia, he tried to compile
the first Flora of Ethiopia, but was not able to carry out this project. Most of
Chiovenda’s original manuscripts and drawings are now kept at FT (Settesoldi et
al. 2005).

Studies of the Ethiopian and Somalian flora and vegetation were intensified be-
tween 1914 and 1945. In Ethiopia two large expeditions were carried out under
the leadership of A. Zavattari: one to southwestern Ethiopia, Borana, Dawa, Ga-
nale in 1937 with Georg Cufodontis as botanist (Cufodontis 1939) and the other
to Sagan-Omo river in 1939 with Rinaldo Corradi as botanist (Corradi 1950;
Chiovenda 1951a, 1951b, posthumous).

As a result of Zavattari’s expedition in 1937, Cufodontis wrote a series of con-
tributions on the flora of Ethiopia and Somalia which were published after the
Second World War, including his Enumeratio Plantarum Aethiopicae (Cufodontis
1951, 1952; Pichi Sermolli 1947, 1975) and the subsequent supplements (Cufo-
dontis 1953-1972) until his death in 1974.

Rodolfo E. G. Pichi Sermolli (Fig. 1D) took part in many expeditions in Af-
rica. One of the most important was in northern Ethiopia (Lake Tana and Semien
between January and April 1937), organized by the Academia d’Italia under the
supervision of G. Dainelli. The botanical results were published only after the
Second World War (Pichi Sermolli 1951b). This is the period during which many
collections were made in applied botany by agronomists, foresters and others
which considerably enriched the Tropical Herbarium in Florence. The collecting
activity was, however, interrupted during the last three years of World War II.

After World War II (1945-1994)

After the Second World War, the studies in tropical Africa were mainly carried
out by Pichi Sermolli. He represented the real turning point for the Tropical Her-
barium of Florence (FT), enhancing the study of African flora and vegetation,
which gave an international rank to both FT and FI (Herbarium — Botanical Sec-
tion “F. Parlatore” of the Natural History Museum of the University of Florence)
(Bizzarri 1993).

Until 1959 he was a member of the UNESCO committee for the study of the
arid and semiarid tropical areas (Exell et al. 1955; Pichi Sermolli 1955) and was
also a member of the Italian Foreign Office of the UNESCO conference held in
Bukavu (Zaire) in 1953 on the preservation and conservation of African flora and
fauna.

A further outcome on the knowledge of East African flora and vegetation
worth mentioning is the “Geobotanical Map of East Africa (Eritrea, Ethiopia,
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Somalia)” published by Pichi Sermolli in Webbia (1957), as well as the beginning
of Adumbratio Florae Aethiopicae [VV.AA. (various authors) 1953-1978], which
covers a large area of the study of the flora of East Africa including Ethiopia,
Eritrea and Somalia (Chiarugi 1953).

Between 1980 and 1990 the activity of the Tropical Herbarium of Florence
mainly focussed on the Flora of Ethiopia and Eritrea (Hedberg et al. 1989, 1995,
2003, 2004, 2006, 2009a, 2009b, Edwards et al. 1995, 1997, 2000) and Flora of
Somalia (Thulin 1993-2006). From 1989, under the supervision and managing of
its Director, Guido Moggi (1927-), FT in collaboration with FI has also taken part
in other projects in Africa.

Further to the expeditions and collections made in North East Africa, mainly in
Somalia (G. Moggi, R. Bavazzano, G. Moggi, M. Raffaelli, M. Tardelli, G. Sar-
toni), many others have been carried out in the neo-tropical areas of the world.

Contact and exchange with other institutions such as Kew, the Smithsonian In-
stitution in Washington, the Missouri Botanical Garden and many others have
resulted in an increase in the number of specimens, and the Ethiopian and Eritrean
collections still represent the majority of specimens kept in FT (Tardelli 1997).

The last decade: present situation of FI and FT

In spite of the economic difficulties caused by the financial cutbacks at the Uni-
versity of Florence, some expeditions have been carried out in the last decade, for
instance those of Tardelli and Bigazzi in Ethiopia, Raffaelli and Tardelli in Dho-
far (Oman), Baldini and Tardelli (Yemen, Soqotra Island), Baldini (Brazil, Chile,
Oman, Panama), and Tardelli and Raffaelli (Ethiopia, Tanzania).

The collaboration of FT and FI in the African Plants Initiative Project (API)
enhanced the value of the Florentine botanical collections in a worldwide perspec-
tive.

An important acquisition has recently been made by the University of Flor-
ence. After Pichi Sermolli’s death in 2005, his private Pteridological Herbarium
of 25,000 specimens, mainly from tropical areas, has been incorporated into FI.
Many other flowering plant specimens collected by Pichi Sermolli were already
housed either at FT or FI. Pichi Sermolli’s library, consisting of 450 books and
7,000 miscellaneous publications, has also been purchased from his heirs by the
University of Florence.

FI with about 5 million specimens, and FT with about 200,000 specimens and
6,000 type specimens have become very important to botanists in general and
especially to those involved in tropical studies (Moggi 1993; Tardelli 1988;
Tardelli et al. 2009a, 2009b). Also for historical reasons the Florentine herbaria
are definitely some of the most important sources of data for African, and particu-
larly North East and East African flora.
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Figure 3. Use of historical botanical collections in the biodiversity age.

Afterword and hopes

As always, the main problem is to find new partners for joint collaboration on
large Flora projects, either in paleotropical or neotropical countries. Herbaria such
as FT and FI with their high information value are definitely too important to be
left out by the authorities involved in financing culture and science.

Herbaria with tropical collections play a key role for the future of botanical
science (Bateman 1975), especially in tropical developing countries, covering
different aspects in taxonomic, floristic and biodiversity research (Fig. 3) as well
as in applied botany.

Funding is not easy to obtain, especially in an era where the biological collections
and related libraries are seen as obsolete — they are treated as if they would never
be a useful tool in taxonomical studies (Lane 1996; Stuessy & Stuckey 1997;
Blackmore 2002; Funk & Richardson 2002; Will & Rubinoff 2004; Ebach &
Holdrege 2005). Therefore a concerted effort must be made to create a better fu-
ture for a science such as taxonomy on a global scale (Wheeler et al. 2004).
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