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Collection Materials
• Animal Specimens

• Herbaria

• Mineral Collections 

• Cultural Objects

Origins
• Specimen preparation

• Specimen composition

• Applied pesticides



Corrosive Sublimate

Birds' nests & eggs : with directions for preparing, stuffing, and 

mounting birds and animals. 1800.

The taxidermist’s manual, Thomas Brown, 1833

Practical taxidermy, Montagu Browne, 1884 Practical taxidermy, Montagu Browne, 1884
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Animal Specimens: 

Corrosive Sublimate

• Taxidermy

• Study Skins

• Pinned Insects, including 

enclosures
• Eggs

• Fluid specimens

The taxidermist’s manual, Thomas Brown, 1833

Delaware Museum of Nature and Science



•Late 17th–early 18th C: earliest documented use for 

specimen preservation 

•Mid–late 18th C: use was explicitly recommended to 

collectors in manuals

•Early–mid 19th C: though recognized as toxic, its use 

becomes standard practice, especially in institutional 

settings

•Late 19th–early 20th C: health risks are emphasized in 

amateur manuals, and popularity of arsenic as an 

alternative increases

•Mid-20th C: decreased use, with a gradual shift away 

from use of heavy metals altogether

Corrosive Sublimate: History of Use
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Mercury-treated Protein

• Mercury, especially Hg(II), has a high 
affinity for thiol (-SH) and amino (-NH₂) 
groups

• Binds strongly and often irreversibly to 
side chains (covalent/coordinate bonds)

• Forms stable organometallic complexes, 
reducing mercury volatility

Mercury-treated Cellulose

• Mercury’s interaction with cellulose (ionic 
bonds, adsorption) is weaker

• Hydroxyl groups in unprocessed cellulose 
tend to form more stable mercury salts

• The altered chemical structure of 
processed cellulose can facilitate the 
reduction of mercury salts to elemental 
mercury

• Offgassing from processed cellulose 
materials is typically faster and more 
pronounced

Corrosive Sublimate: Chemical Behaviors



Geology Collections: 

Mercury Minerals

• Specimens originating in:

• California, Oregon, 

Texas, Arkansas

• China

• Spain

• Italy

• Yugoslavia

• Older collections:

• Inherited collections

• Teaching collections

AMNH AMNH

AMNH



Geology Collections: 

Relative Concern

Mineral Formula
Calomel Hg2Cl2

Cinnabar HgS

Coccinite HgI2

Eglestonite Hg4Cl2O

Livingstonite HgSb4S8

Mercury Hg

Metacinnabar HgS

Montroydite HgO

Moschelite (rare) Hg2I2

Schuetteite (rare) Hg₃O₂SO₄



Geology Collections: Cinnabar
• Mercury(II) sulfide, HgS

• Most encountered mercury mineral

• Pigment, lacquerware

• Known to release mercury vapor

Minneapolis Institute of ArtNPSAMNHAMNH



Handling Precautions for 

Management of Dust & Vapor

• Use of common PPE (gloves, 

dust masks, lab coat)

• Ventilation

• Lab hygiene, dust management

• Labeling

• Use of enclosures for storage

• Avoidance of direct handling 

(ie. use of trays, etc.)

AMNH Delaware Museum of Nature and Science



THANK YOU
_

Nicole Childs
Jamie Newman
Lisa Goldberg

Practical taxidermy, Montagu Browne, 1884
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