
This meeting aims to celebrate the known and hidden 
contributions of ethnic minorities to natural history, while also 
trying to address issues ethnic minorities currently face. Talks 
will cover the unsung heroes of the past, current experiences 
within natural history research and also the future and 
what initiatives are underway to counteract this narrative.

Linnean Society 
Conference: Diversity 

within Natural History
Friday 22 March 2019

10:00–17:00



Programme
  9:30–10:00 — Registration

10:00–10:15 — Intro by Dr Leanne Melbourne FLS (Linnean Society)

10.20–10.50 — Miranda Lowe FLS (Natural History Museum) 

10.55–11.25 — Claire Banks (University of Edinburgh)

11.30–12.00 — Dr Ernesto Schwartz-Marin (Exeter University)

12:05–13:00 — LUNCH 

13.05–13.35 — Kevin Coutinho (Windsor Fellowship) 

13.40–14.10 — Prof Rich Pancost (University of Bristol)

14:15–14:35 — TEA BREAK 

14.40–15.30 — Q&A

15.35–17.00 — Further Discussion and Drinks Reception 

Abstracts
Diversity in the face of biodiversity

Miranda Lowe FLS  | Natural History Museum

In spite of their colonial history, natural history museums are well-placed to relate 
decolonial narratives because the stories, work, and knowledge of non-white peoples 
remain manifest in natural history collections and museum spaces.  Many enslaved 
Africans and indigenous peoples of the Americas were mentioned in travel diaries, 
journals and documents written by the European explorers and scientists of the 
day, but often were not fully acknowledged for their input of skills and knowledge 
about local flora and fauna. These people were mainly unnamed, and the consistent 
omission of the scientific contributions of people of colour was central to the colonial 
project. Interwoven with her own experiences Miranda will reflect on the invisible 
stories that exist within natural history collections. Her use of this information in 
developing the Natural History Museum’s first black history tour that publicly 
acknowledges difficult pasts is an important first step in creating better museum 
interpretation in natural history museums and other cultural spaces.

Miranda Lowe is a principal curator and museum scientist at the Natural History 
Museum, London where she is responsible for many historically important 
oceanographic specimens from the Discovery and Challenger expeditions. 



Natural history drawings in triplicate: 
Francis Buchanan-Hamilton’s Indian artists and the mystery of the hand-

made copies

Claire Banks | University of Edinburgh

This talk will focus on recent research by botanical artist Claire Banks into the working 
methods of the Indian artist(s) commissioned by Francis Buchanan-Hamilton in South 
Asia in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, in particular the drawings relating to the 
first botanical survey of the Kathmandu Valley made by Buchanan-Hamilton between 
1802–1803. The drawings exist in triplicate: the Buchanan-Hamilton Collection held 
by the Linnean Society of London directly relates to the Wellesley Collection in the 
British Library and also the Fleming Collection in the Natural History Museum. Using 
visual clues such as paper watermarks and examining the techniques and methods 
of the Indian artists, the relationship between the collections is revealed and a 
hypothesis for the copying method proposed.

Claire Banks studied Painting at Edinburgh College or Art and Herbal Medicine at 
Napier University, Edinburgh and now works as a botanical artist and teacher at the 
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.

The Frog and the Vine:
How to move beyond biopiracy when addressing the relationship between 

indigenous knowledge and biomedical innovation in Latin America 

Dr Ernesto Schwartz-Marin  | Exeter University

Latin American countries such as Mexico, Colombia and Ecuador have been at the 
centre of international controversies regarding the proper and fair use of its biogenetic 
resources. The enormous biodiversity found within these countries’ territories 
has given rise to exciting advances in pharmacology and cutting-edge therapeutic 
interventions, but also to historical experiences of dispossession and colonialism. 
Therefore, biomedical innovations due to the cross-fertilisation between ‘western’ 
and ‘indigenous’ forms of knowledge have been fraught with suspicion, and conflict, 
because patents filled in the global north have claimed ownership over indigenous 
knowledge—and organisms—exploiting inequality and procuring a colonial use of 
biodiversity. This presentation will explore how indigenous knowledge on poisonous 
plants or animals is appropriated and reconfigured by western toxicology through two 
case studies that have become prototypical of biopiracy in Latin America: the poison 
dart frog and Ayahuasca, both which have complex histories that could illuminate 
future pathways for  decolonial collaboration, and even allow us to lead the way for an 
indigenous biomedicine predicated on justice.

Dr Ernesto Schwartz-Marin is a Lecturer of Sociology at the Sociology, Philosophy 
and Anthropology Department in Exeter University. Schwartz-Marin has performed 
extensive ethnographic fieldwork since 2007 on the socio-political dimensions of 
biomedical and forensic research in Mexico and Colombia, including four years of 
laboratory ethnographies. 



The Green and Black Ambassadors: 
tackling inclusion challenges in the environmental sector

Prof Rich Pancost | University of Bristol

The Green and Black Conversation occurred during Bristol’s year as the European 
Green Capital, which—despite many successes—failed to overcome barriers to 
inclusion. The Conversation identified those barriers and proposed ways forward, 
one of which was to fund and train a new generation of BME leaders, while providing 
them a platform to share, engage and challenge: the Green and Black Ambassadors. 
The Ambassadors, through co-produced research, outreach events, and a monthly 
Ujima Radio show, connected environmental leaders and academics to BME-led 
environmental initiatives. The Ambassadors themselves have become prominent 
leaders, lauded by many civic leaders including the Mayor of Bristol.  This is both 
evidence for the viability of the approach but also an indictment: vast talent and a 
desire to engage with nature resides in marginalised communities but had been and 
continues to be unrecognised and therefore unrealised. Moving forward, this deficit 
becomes an opportunity, and co-creation of future initiatives with diverse groups 
will be both necessary and rewarding.

Prof Rich Pancost is an Earth scientist who studies how our planet works as a 
system, both in the past and today (and maybe in the future). He is Head of the 
School of Earth Sciences and was Director and a founder of the Cabot Institute for 
the Environment. 

Destination STEMM Mentoring Programme and why it is needed
Kevin Coutinho  | Windsor Fellowship

Destination STEMM is a mentoring programme, in partnership with the Royal 
Society,  for Year 12 Black students living or studying in Greater London. The 
programme provides one-to-one mentoring and aims to address the gaps in 
the progression of Black students along the Science Technology Engineering 
Mathematics and Medicine (STEMM) pathway. This talk will  cover the mentoring 
programme, why it is needed and the results so far.  

Kevin Coutinho was appointed as the Chair of the Board of Trustees in 2012. He is a 
Group 11 Graduate Windsor Fellow, sponsored by the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office and was previously the Director of Higher Education and Employment 
Programmes at the Windsor Fellowship. 


