Labeling preserved insects for museum specimens and vouchers

C. Riley Nelson, Department of Biology, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah 84602 USA.  Email address: rileynelson@byu.edu

The most important source of information for biogeographers is properly labeled specimens in a well-curated collection.  The work of amateurs and professionals can serve the biogeographer as long as the information is accurate and as specific as possible.  The labels attached to natural history specimens should allow a person to know exactly where the specimen came from so that conceivably one could return to the same spot at the same time of year and obtain more specimens or behavioral information.  I present the following guidelines for preparing adequate labels for these purposes.


Based on presevation method two types of labels are typically needed for museum specimens: those used on dried, pinned specimens and those used on fluid preserved specimens.  Slightly different methods are used for preparing each of the two label types.

Materials


The ink used on the labels should be permanent, black, ink which binds tightly to the paper.  In these days of laser printers, it is quite easy to produce adequate printed labels for dried specimens with little effort.  The labels for fluid preserved specimens are more of a problem.  Past experience has shown that laser print ink sometimes does not bind tightly enough to the paper to allow the labels to be used in alcohol or other fluids.  It is frustrating to find the tiny letters from the label falling off the paper and lying indecipherably with the specimens in the bottom of the vial.  This frustration is especially true if the specimens are particularly valuable (as measured by the amount of effort and money expended in obtaining them).  The best wet labels are those printed on rag paper by the offset method used in print shops using permanent ink.  This is expensive, often 100 times more expensive than using labels produced on a laser printer.  Alternatives include hand writing each label with a technical pen or pencil.  These alternatives are tedious the labels can be difficult to read are not long lasting.  My experience has been that if you laser print the wet labels you need on thin (lightweight rag) high quality paper they will last at least 10 years with no noticeable deterioration.  Several professional entomologists insist that this method yields labels of the desired permanency.  Still, I am somewhat skeptical because in such a case only time will tell.  I consider any specimen I collect “priceless” because of my effort in obtaining, curating, and identifying it.  If in the long term you notice poor labels in a research collection, replace the labels!


The paper should be of a higher quality than the standard 20 pound bond used in copy machines.  I suggest using paper with at least some cotton fiber.  These papers are usually sold as being high in “rag” content, often called “thesis grade” paper.  Another consideration in paper is that labels attached to significant biological specimens for long-term storage should be acid-free and of archival quality.  This paper is expensive and relatively hard to obtain but it helps avoid papers that disintegrate and yellow with age.  The paper for each of the label types is slightly different: dried labels need to be on paper heavier than those of wet labels.  I suggest using at least 70 -120 pound paper for dried labels (90 preferred) to prevent curling. For wet labels light weight paper is preferred because it heats up better when passing through the laser printer. I prefer 20 pound paper for wet labels.  I endorse using the best paper you can reasonably afford.  For student collections this translates into card stock for dried labels and thesis grade rag for wet labels.  Both are readily available at photocopying and office supply stores.

Methods


The minimal data for a proper label is:

1.
COUNTRY: (ALL IN CAPITAL LETTERS, abbreviate if not ambiguous)

2.
STATE:  (ALL IN CAPITAL LETTERS, abbreviate if not ambiguous)

2.
County, (name followed by the abbreviation: Co.)

3.
Locality, (include waters name if aquatic); Latitude and Longitude, in decimal degrees.

4.
Date, (day, Month as three letters, or written out completely if short; complete year: e.g. 16 June 2003)

5.
Collector’s names with initials and field numbers.


Locality information ONLY is placed on the primary label.  Identification and other information may be included on other labels, including details of ecology, behavior, or special rearing and mounting techniques.
Use a word processor to enter your data in a single string with appropriate punctuation and spacing.  At the end of the label place a RETURN, don’t use the RETURN key elsewhere in the string until formatting reveals logical breaks in the data. For example:

USA: UTAH: San Juan Co., Abajo Mountains, Dry Fork Reservoir, N37.77305° W109.54333°, elev: 2269 m, 16-21 June 2003, C. R. Nelson #7660.


Use the copy and paste functions of the word processor to make the number of copies needed for a particular label, for example, if four copies are needed:
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Notice that I didn’t put any spaces or extra lines between the individual labels.  This conserves space in the collection and avoids wasted white space around the label.  It makes them slightly more difficult to cut up but is well worth the gain in appearance. Always make a few extra copies of each locality label because some get wasted or cut wrong when placed in columns or smudged by the printer during production. Repeat the entry process for each label of the batch.  Be sure to proofread the labels for locality and date accuracy before proceeding with the next steps, because when you shrink the font and put in columns it is difficult to read on the computer screen.


Next comes the formatting stage.  

For dry labels: 

1.  Set margins to 1.25 cm on all sides.

2.  Set the font to 4 point. If your word processor allows 3.5 point and your printer is clear, then this is better.

3.  Set columns to 11 equally spaced columns with 0.01 inches between columns.  This creates labels about 1.5 cm length.

4.  Set the appropriate font, I prefer Helvetica because the serifs of fonts such as Times don’t reduce well.

5.  Set line spacing to less than "single" (to"exactly" 3.7 points, under Format, then Font, in Word 2000, etc.).


This formatting will produce labels which look something like this on your page:
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A few adjustments to keep pertinent information on the same line is often necessary. Don’t break categories of data, such as the coordinates, if at all possible. Sometimes deleting spaces and some punctuation can allow for more efficient space use on labels. If your label is longer than five or six lines, cut it in two and stack them under the specimen with some space between them so all information can be read. It is acceptable to stack labels, but I consider one of five lines ideal, and seven acceptable.

For wet labels:

1.  Set margins to 1.25 cm on all sides.

2.  Set the font to 6 point.

3.  Set columns to 4 equally spaced columns with 0.1 cm between columns.  This creates labels of approximately 4.4 cm length.  The larger size allows more information to be recorded on the label.  Leave the extra white space at the end of the lines, when curled under the written portion this white “tail” helps keep the label near the top of the vial, away from specimens in the bottom.

4.  Set the appropriate font, I prefer Helvetica because the serifs of fonts such as Times don’t reduce well.

5.  Set line spacing to less than "single" (to"exactly" 5.9 points, under Format, then Font, in Word 2000, etc.).


This formatting will produce labels which look something like this on your page:
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