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denis Lamy, an innovator in the Museum
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Denis Marie Emmanuel Lamy, better known as Denis Lamy, officially
retired in December 2013 from the muséum national d’Histoire naturelle – hereafter
referred to as MNHN (www.mnhn.fr) – where, fortunately, he continues to work as
an honorary associate, and corresponding member of the Alexandre-Koyré Centre
(EHESS, MNHN, CNRS) (koyre.ehess.fr).

Alongside the many valuable services rendered to both Botany in general
and the Museum in particular, Denis has greatly contributed to bryology, maintaining
a special relationship with many bryologists around the world. For this reason, on
the occasion of his 70th birthday, a group of colleagues from different countries and
continents wish to dedicate this fascicle of the Journal to him, as an expression of
our gratitude for his contribution to Bryology, and also for his continuous and
generous help to bryologists from different parts of the World over the last four
decades. To complement the words of appreciation written in his honour on his
retirement (LeGall et al., 2015. In honor of Denis Lamy. Cryptogamie, Bryologie,
36: 209-210), the following account is intended to present a synthesis – necessarily
incomplete – of his achievements in the management of scientific documents, as
well as in scientific research, teaching and the promotion of botanical science.

Denis Lamy joined the MNHN in 1972 as a research assistant of Roger
Heim, in charge of curating the extensive bibliographic documents available on
cryptogams in the laboratoire de Cryptogamie. In the course of the following
41 years, thanks to his natural talents complemented by hard work, he progressed to
the top of the CNRS promotion ladder for scientific researchers. At the same time,
he became a reference specialist in the handling of scientific collections and
documents, as well as the foremost expert in the History of French Botany, with a
special emphasis on cryptogamic sciences in the XVIII-XX centuries.

Always active and committed, Denis has worked intensively on the
management of the laboratoire de Cryptogamie, and later the Département de
systématique et Évolution (UMR7205), of whose steering committee he was a
member until his retirement. Particularly outstanding is the role played by him in
the management of scientific documents and collections at the MNHN. He was a
leading light in the management of cryptogamic herbaria during the eighties, a job
in which he initiated the digitisation of herbarium labels. Later (2002-2009), he took
over the coordination of the departmental centre of documentation and, from 2005
to 2013, among other important duties he ran the Fond documentaire spécialisé
“Botanique”.

During this latter period, the library and herbaria of the MNHN underwent
major restructuring, in which Denis played a vital role. Specifically, he led the
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project to restructure the library, proposing the reunification of the two botanical
collections – phanerogams and cryptogams – under one umbrella. For this, it was
necessary to define the storage needed and to conduct the consequent removal and
restoration. He also participated actively in the early stages of the project to
restructure the herbaria, for which he proposed a unification strategy similar to that
employed for the bibliographic collections. All this represented an enormous piece
of work which is currently only partly accomplished, but whose results are now
visible to and enjoyed by researchers. The herbaria and bibliographic collections
now provide researchers worldwide with a service based on an easy access to
information thanks to the digitisation processes that began under Denis’s leadership.
In addition, the spatial rearrangement of the library and herbarium collections has
provided workspace and functionality to the researchers who work permanently or
temporarily at the Museum.

The presidency of the “association des amis des Cryptogames (ADAC)”
and the consequent management of the journal series “Cryptogamie” together with
his position as editor-in-chief of Cryptogamie, Bryologie, has been another activity
in which Denis has demonstrated his leadership and innovatory skills. In 2002, he
introduced an important change in the journals, establishing an editorial board of
associate editors, each handling manuscripts related to a specific field. At the end of
2001, I was in Paris myself on a stay at the laboratoire de Cryptogamie at his
invitation, and I well remember our conversation on this subject. He was conscious
of the cultural change that this represented for the journals, but he was also convinced

Denis Lamy in his office of the laboratoire de Cryptogamie ca 1989. Photo K. Pôrto.
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of the need to improve their quality and ensure their survival. He was not wrong. In
the following 10 years, Cryptogamie, Bryologie doubled its impact factor in the JCR
annual reports and considerably improved its position among the specialized journal
rankings. The same occurred with Cryptogamie, algologie, and Cryptogamie,
mycologie. The recent inclusion of these journals in the BioOne platform, as a
response to the growing demand for electronic publication, has consolidated their
international position without compromising either the character or the independence
of these historic Journals.

Despite these onerous responsibilities, Denis was able to pursue a fruitful
and distinguished scientific career, as evidenced by his numerous publications (166
up to the end of 2017), and the numerous seminars, conferences and colloquia in
which he participated. Alongside his interest in the history of Botanical classification
and the scientists who contributed to it (De Jussieu, Lamarck, Adanson, etc.), his
efforts were mostly focused on understanding and elucidating the contributions of
the most distinguished specialists in cryptogamic sciences who have worked in the
laboratoire de Cryptogamie, as well as the scientific importance of the collections
deposited there. Therefore, his scientific output includes topics related to Phycology,
Bryology, Mycology and Lichenology.

Within these scientific fields, his research included taxonomic and
nomenclatural matters, scientific biographies, and studies on the collections and
archives of botanists who worked overseas, all in order to disseminate their
importance. He himself expressed this idea perfectly in the following words: « la
pratique de la collection est une récurrence dans le travail du botaniste. elle est
dépendante de son savoir et de son réseau. aussi, le traitement d’ensembles de

Denis Lamy during the renovation of the herbarium and the library. 2002. © Carlos Munoz-Yague /
LookatSciences.
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collections comme celle du muséum national d’histoire naturelle, nécessite-t-il de
comprendre les concepts et les réseaux qui ont présidé à la formation et à
l’organisation de ces collections, au cours des Xvıııe-XXe siècles. Pour cela, il faut
convoquer tant les manuscrits et les correspondances que les publications et aussi
les herbiers eux-mêmes. » (extract from his presentation at the Alexandre-Koyré
Centre).

Based on a thorough study of bibliographic archives, correspondence and
herbaria, he consolidated a research line in the history of French botany whose
results constitute an essential reference for everyone interested in the knowledge of
botanical work carried out in Europe during the past three centuries. Among these
results, we find excellent biographies of eminent scientists published in the
Dictionaire de Biographie française and in Cryptogamie and other specialized
journals like Taxon, The Bryologist, etc., together with informative texts and
colloquia on the importance of herbaria as scientific tools for research in Botany and
the History of Science. In the specific field of Bryology, his studies on the collections
and documents held at the MNHN herbarium (PC) and library allowed him to
evaluate the scientific work of a number of French bryologists, their collaboration
with contemporaries in Europe and America, as well as the botanical importance of
overseas expeditions by scientists such as J. Augier, C. Montagne, A. de Saint-
Hilaire, etc. Finally, his extended collaboration with Hélène Bischler (lasting more
than 20 years) contributed in many ways to liverwort taxonomy. Relevant to this are
several volumes of ındex hepaticarum (in P. Geissler & H. Bischler, 1978-1988),
and the French part of the Glossarium Polyglottum bryologiae (Magill, 1990; see
complete reference in publications).

This extensive knowledge of the History of Science together with his
leadership capacity underpinned his work as the head of publications of the MNHN.
In this sense, the following words of Laurence Benichou, presently head of scientific
publications at the Museum, are illustrative: “Since his appointment as editor-in-
chief for the series archives (in 2004) and Des Planches et des mots (in 2008), he
has edited more than twenty monographs published by the Museum Science Press.
Both series are dedicated to the History of Science. The series archives, launched
in 1997, publishes monographs or multi-authored volumes on scientists, historical
buildings, and on the development and history of sciences at the MNHN, and more
generally in France. Des Planches et des mots, launched in 2003, was initiated to
draw attention scientifically to the historical and unpublished iconographical
collections of the Museum, and to place them at the disposal of contemporary
researchers: taxonomists, science historians, and other interested individuals. In this
context, Denis demonstrated his expertise in Botany and its history, more particularly of
the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries (including classification, taxonomy of
coralline algae and plant collections). Thanks to his expertise and the interchange of
ideas with authors, these publications achieved a high level of scientific rigour while
being legible to a larger audience”.

His involvement in teaching activities has also been very important and
perhaps unexpected for someone who did not have an appointment at the University.
He hosted trainees, and held numerous courses and seminars in the History of
Science in the framework of the Doctoral courses of the MNHN and the Alexandre-
Koyré Centre. In addition, for me most surprisingly for a researcher who is not at
the University, he supervised research students preparing their graduate and
postgraduate theses (DEA and Master). Thus, thirteen students from different
universities of Paris and its surroundings were able to obtain their diplomas between
1997 and 2012, with memoirs highly rated thanks to his guidance.
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An excellent communicator, Denis paid special attention to the dissemination
of knowledge on the History of Science. As a member of the Museum and of the
Alexandre-Koyré Centre, he participated in video presentations as well as in radio
and television programs to communicate with a wider audience on plant life in
general and the importance of the botanical collections (herbaria) held in the MNHN
(see for instance, http://www.universcience.tv/video-herbier-16-on-a-150-ans-de-
correspondance-5916.html). Equally relevant is his participation (whether as a
member of the commissariat or on the board of scientific committees, or as an author
of related papers) in the preparation of numerous exhibitions devoted to famous
scientists and naturalists. Another aspect of his role as a communicator was his
activity as speaker in functions intended to disseminate scientific knowledge to
students, other scientists and the public at large.

Overall, it is Denis’s humanity that stands out. Anyone who has written to
him asking for some old paper or herbarium specimen can confirm this. I discovered
this personally in our meetings – fewer than we would have wished – as well as in
the course of our long and intense collaboration in the editorship of Cryptogamie,
Bryologie. One of his concerns was to give opportunities to young bryologists and
to those from countries that are bryologically under-developed.

I know too that his colleagues at the Museum share this feeling, as
eloquently expressed by Laurence Benichou: “In all his tasks, Denis has shown a
contagious enthusiasm and put his skills to serve both the scientific community and
his colleagues. In all the areas in which he has invested, Denis has made a significant
contribution in revealing the grandeur of the Museum to the World while paying
particular attention to the well-being of the Museum’s employees. Through his own
scientific research and his dynamism as editor, he has brought the history of science
to the knowledge of all sections of the MNHN. As President of the Sports Association
of the Museum (during more than 10 years), he allowed thousands of employees to
practice sports activities during their lunch-time”.

We all wish him a long, active and successful life, with many projects to
achieve and many dreams to fulfil.

Acknowledgements. Tom Blockeel improved stylistically an early version of the
manuscript. I wish to address him my special thanks for this generous and invaluable help,
and for his continuous support in linguistic matters. I also wish to thank Françoise Bouzzat
for providing with Denis’s pictures, and to Laurence Benichou for enriching some parts of
the text with her own experience on Denis’s achievements at the MNHN.
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