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Carl Linnaeus was a Swedish botanist, physician and zoologist.  He is often called the father of 

modern taxonomy, as he developed the scheme of binomial nomenclature.  As a child, Linnaeus 

was fascinated by botany.  He enjoyed spending time in the garden with his father and learning 

the names of the plants and flowers which grew there.   
 

He went on to study medicine and botany at Uppsala University.  It was during his time there 

that Linnaeus began to create his own classification system for plants.  Linnaeus undertook 

numerous scientific expeditions through Scandinavia during his career, collecting specimens and 

further refining his ideas on classification.  He also expanded his system to include animals and 

minerals.   
 

Linnaeus published over 25 books, including his most famous works on classification; Species 

Plantarum and Systema Naturae.  During his life Linnaeus amassed a vast collection of books, 

manuscripts and specimens.  At the time of his death, Linnaeus was one of the most acclaimed 

scientists in Europe.  



 

During his time working at Uppsala University, Linnaeus 

undertook expeditions across Scandinavia.  His first 

journey was to Lapland, where he hoped to find new plants, 

animals and possibly mineral deposits.  He was also 

interested in the native Sami people.  
 

Later expeditions took in Dalarna in central Sweden,  

the islands of Ölan and Gotland, and the provinces of 

Västergötland and Scania.  Many of Linnaeus’ travels were 

commissioned by the Swedish government of the time.   

 

 

During Linnaeus’ time at Uppsala University he had many 

devoted students.  of these he called ‘apostles’ - they made 

many botanical expeditions around the world, often with his 

help.  Two of the apostles journeyed with James Cook on  

HMS Endeavour and HMS Resolution. 
 

The journeys were often dangerous, and of the apostles 

never made it home to Sweden. Many of those who did gave  

a selection of specimens to Linnaeus upon their return.     
 

The apostles inspired Joseph Banks who began the tradition for 

all British research ships to have a naturalist on board.   

 

 

Linnaeus is most famous for revolutionising the way we name 

biological specimens.  In his book Systema Naturae he introduced his 

new system of taxonomy, and gave organisms two-part names, one 

for the genus and another for species.  Although some names have 

later been changed, this is the system we still use today - for  

example, humans are Homo sapiens.   
 

Another book Species Plantarum was published in 1753 and is 

internationally recognised as the starting point of modern botanical 

nomenclature.  

 

At the time of his death, Linnaeus’ collection was considered 

among the finest in Sweden.  Linnaeus’ son inherited his 

collections, and after his death they were sold to the English 

botanist James Edward Smith.  Smith brought the collections to 

London in 1784 and founded the Linnean Society of London  

in 1788.   

The collection currently contains herbarium specimens 

and insect specimens.  Many of these specimens are 

‘type’ specimens - usually the first member of the species to be 
scientifically described. 

The Linnean Society of London, Burlington House, Piccadilly, London W1J 0BF UK   

www.linnean.org       T: +44 (0)20 7434 4479       F: +44 (0)20 7287 9364  
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The area visited by Linnaeus on his first expedition 

Papilio menelaus from the Linnean collection 

A page from Systema Naturae 

HMS Resolution 


