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This introductory guide focuses on general topics such as opening and docking data tables, 
using forms, sorting, lookups, defining data views, querying, exporting, and a selection of 
mapping and reporting features. The emphasis is on using BRAHMS to manage living collections. 
No previous experience with BRAHMS is expected.   
 
The BRAHMS manual, available to licenced users, covers all aspects of system operation 
including administration, configuration, connections to data stores, import and export, Rapid 
Data Entry, editing, report design, image management and mapping.   
 
If you have not installed BRAHMS or connected to a database, refer to the Annex sections. 
 
For licensing enquiries, contact brahms@innovation.ox.ac.uk  
For an evaluation version, visit https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/getbrahmsv8  
 
BRAHMS © Copyright, University of Oxford, 2019. All Rights Reserved 
  

  

https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/Content/Software/v8/BRAHMSv8guide_contents.pdf
https://outlook.office.com/owa/redir.aspx?REF=LGZQmm2Uh9Hl5GWgqSfbEKVIAqRWymbx-V3aAwP5ZHted_1MmTnWCAFtYWlsdG86YnJhaG1zQGlubm92YXRpb24ub3guYWMudWs.
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/getbrahmsv8
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BRAHMS Version 8 

Managing Natural History 

BRAHMS is a scalable management system for preserved, fossil and living natural history collections as well as 

those undertaking floristic or taxonomic research. Its development is based on almost 30 years of database 

implementation.  

For collection managers in museums, botanic gardens, herbaria and seed banks, BRAHMS helps integrate your 

data for management and research, increasing outputs and productivity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data integration for research and collection management is a key objective with BRAHMS. 

 

 

BRAHMS has been developed to store all categories of natural history collection.  

 

Some database project examples: 

¶ manage a grasshopper or beetle collection;  

¶ develop a comprehensive botanic garden or seed bank management system;  

¶ create a catalogue of fungi or cultivated plants;  

¶ produce an annotated checklist for a mountain in Cameroon;  

¶ create an online portal to search and display your data, images and maps; 

¶ help prepare a monograph for a family or a genus;  

¶ or all of these together within a larger natural history museum or herbarium. 
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BRAHMS development priorities 

¶ easy to install and maintain, intuitive to use;  

¶ follow published data standards for preserved and living collections; 

¶ scalable from small research projects to large, multi-site enterprise systems; 

¶ capable of managing and integrating all categories of preserved and living collection; 

¶ extendable, allowing projects to add custom storage fields; 

¶ modular, allowing others to add components including web-based add-ons; 

¶ international with respect to data store and user interface; 

¶ a sustainable solution with the potential for distributed development. 

 

Online videos  

 

Performance in a large database 

Connecting to the conifer demo database 

Adding a new user account 

Editing user access and permissions 

Using the species table form 

Adding text entries to taxa 

Using data grid filters 

Selecting visible columns 

Merging values - a fast way to tidy your data 

Creating an RDE file for geographic data 

Importing plant names from IPNI 

Importing bird sample data from an Excel table 

Adding species names to an RDE file 

 

 

 

Mapping in action 

Editing map points 

Printing a garden plant list 

Updating and viewing calculated fields 

Opening, docking and linking tables 

Using tags, filters and maps 

Generating labels and saving to pptx 

Images -> specimen RDE file for data capture 

Tracking edits and using Undo 

Managing transactions 

Deleting records  

 

  

https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#performancevideo
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#coniferconnect
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#useraccount
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#userpermissions
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#speciesformvideo
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#addingspeciestext
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#datagridfilters
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#columnviewvideo
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#mergevalues
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#rdevideogazetteer
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#importingfromipni
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#importingfromexcel
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#rdevideoaddspeciesrde
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#mappingvideo
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#editmappoints
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#plantlist
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#calcfields
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#opendocklink
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#tagsandmaps
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#labelstoppt
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#specimenimages
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#edithistory
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#transactions
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#deletion


BRAHMS v8 ς Getting started  5 | P a g e 

Building a database for botanic gardens 

Introduction 

The development of a well organised database is often a key activity for botanic garden managers and others 

undertaking research on the plants. The strategy adopted will vary depending on your resources, the amount 

of data to manage and your short- and longer-term objectives. However, in all these cases, the paths to 

successful database development are broadly similar. 

Hardware 

Having adequately resourced hardware is an important aspect of any sizable database project. For small 

projects, the software and database may be installed on a personal computer running Windows or on a Mac 

with Windows emulation. Aside from having sufficient disk space and as much RAM as possible (8GB or ideally 

more), there are no special requirements other than that the .NET version is sufficiently up to date.  For 

institutions with large collections, perhaps many millions, and many simultaneous users, the database will be 

stored on a server and it is important that this is well resourced. The server will need sufficient disk space, 

adequate RAM and a good processor.  If you try to run any large database on an inadequately resourced 

server, performance will not be optimal. The BRAHMS software itself will usually be installed on a shared 

drive that all users can access ς but it may also be located on individual client workstations. You can also have 

a set up with remote server log in by users located on different sites. On larger networks, the set up you 

adopt will be fine-tuned to achieve the maximum performance, a specialised IT task not further discussed 

here.  

Data migration  

You may have data in an earlier version of BRAHMS, in Excel or Access tables or in other database packages. 

These data can be migrated into BRAHMS. For v7 users, a function is provided to export all your data to v8 via 

XML. Data in Excel can be imported to BRAHMS via RDE. Data held in other packages may require some form 

of migration input. However, one way or another, the idea of migration is that you maintain all the data your 

currently have. 

Optimising data capture 

Data entry efficiency (speed + accuracy) can be sensibly optimised for all projects. While smaller number of 

records can be added directly into BRAHMS, the recommended procedure for larger scale data capture is to 

use Rapid Data Entry (RDE). Data are added to external RDE spreadsheets (themselves portable mini-

databases) and after checking, these data are transferred into the main database. RDE files can themselves be 

optimised for specific projects by setting up the desired fields and field order. 

To take full advantage of RDE, your database can be kick-started by importing useful dictionaries of data, for 

example, lists of taxa, garden locations, geographic names and other widely used lists. Lookup lists can be 

ŀŘŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦƛȄŜŘ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƭƻƻƪǳǇ ƭƛǎǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

usually best to have these defined in advance. You are then in a position to force selection for a defined list or 

allow the data entry person to add new entries. A more complete range of optimising procedures is discussed 

in the RDE section of the manual. 

Exploring your data 

One of the key attractions of BRAHMS is that you can explore your data in smart spreadsheets known as data 

grids. While the BRAHMS forms are great for data editing, the data grids, together with the many toolbar 

options, are incredibly powerful for viewing, sorting, filtering, calculating and analysis. Data grids are 

virtualized, ensuring they are fast even if you are working in tables with millions of records. 

https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/software/v8videos#performancevideo
https://herbaria.plants.ox.ac.uk/bol/brahms/datamigration
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Reports  

Aside from using the data export options provided in BRAHMS, you may want to create report templates for 

plant lists, labels, loan forms and others. BRAHMS is fully integrated with reporting tools developed by 

Stimulsoft. You can gradually build up a library of handy report templates ς and many of the tricks to learn for 

that are reviewed in detail in the report design section of the manual. Learning to design cool reports is one 

aspect of mastering BRAHMS where users with interest to do so can go the extra mile, delving into complete 

range of report design options ς for example see https://www.youtube.com/user/StimulsoftVideos. 

Exporting data 

Aside from reporting, all data can be exported to Excel or CSV ς and all such exports respect your currently 

selected column views, applied filters and sort order. In v8.1. a new XML designer will allow you to export to 

XML using a user-defined XML schema. By combining the query and column selection tools, you can easily 

export any data to Excel ς perhaps to send for garden label engraving/printing. 

Mapping 

Almost all botanic garden projects want to produce maps. All the procedures for creating maps using different 

GIS options such as QGIS are reviewed in the map section of the manual. Assuming you are online, you also 

have access to the in-built ArcGIS API and the map point location editor. One of the handiest features in 

BRAHMS v8 is the ability to view data records and map points together, dynamically linking these to highlight 

the current data record, and respect filters. 

Choice of data store 

SQLite (personal data store) is intended for small to medium sized projects. It is portable and the entire data 

store is easily moved from one location to another. BRAHMS always uses SQLite for RDE files which are 

designed to be entirely portable, operating on a server or from a memory stick.  

SQLite is less suitable for large, multiple-user projects. Such projects will use MSSQL Server or PostgreSQL 

with appropriate security and maintenance. 

! ΨŘŀǘŀ ǎǘƻǊŜΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŀƳŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ SQLite, MSSQL Server or PostgreSQL. Each store may include one 

to many separate database projects. 

 

 

BRAHMS is entirely scalable - managing small research projects or millions of records in larger museums and networks. 

  

https://www.stimulsoft.com/en/documentation
https://www.youtube.com/user/StimulsoftVideos
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Species, gardens, herbaria and seed banks 
BRAHMS includes specialist modules, all fully integrated. These include modules for rapid data entry, manging 

geographic data and mapping, transactions and database administration. All of these are important for 

garden management. The key specialist modules for taxonomy, gardens themselves, herbaria and seedbanks 

have been developed collaboratively with different institutions ensuring that they provide the day to day 

curation and research support that projects need. The following notes provide an introduction to some of 

these features.  

Species and other taxonomic data 

BRAHMS has separate tables for Higher Classification, Families, Genera and Species, the latter including infra-

specific names and cultivars. All the key ICN and ICNCP ranks are covered. There are also separate tables to 

store authors, common names, plant uses and text descriptions. While some projects require only a simple list 

of names, others assemble comprehensive details as required for different types of research publication. In 

this respect, BRAHMS manages all details of nomenclature for taxonomic research. 

 

Field selection in the higher classification table. 

 

 

A sample species table with the data grid showing selected columns. The taxa form and column management tool are 
opened and docked right. 
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Botanic Gardens 

The living collections module manages data and images for botanic gardens, arboreta, estates and other 

horticultural projects. The module takes advantage of all the standard BRAHMS features to edit, query, 

report, map, export and publish online with additional features for garden accessions and plants. As living 

collections data are fully integrated within BRAHMS, it becomes possible to develop a comprehensive system 

for both curation and research, linking also to herbarium material if needed. 

 

 

 

 

This module benefits from the standard BRAHMS features to edit, query, report, map, export and publish 

online with additional features for managing garden data. Fully integrated within BRAHMS, it becomes 

possible to develop a comprehensive management system for gardens that shares data and resources with 

other system components including the herbarium and seed bank modules. 

The taxonomic framework allows you to develop an infrastructure of taxa for all ICN and ICNCP ranks from 

higher level classifications down to infra-specific levels, cultivars and hybrids, add synonymy, common names, 

trade names, groups, series, grexes, patent IDs, descriptions, native distribution, hardiness, shade tolerance, 

water requirements, conservation status and more.  

Garden Accession records include details of the type and amount of material received, from who or where, 

receipt date, IPEN,  the wild origin or derived source and the initial identification.  

Plant records hold all details of plants in the garden from planting out to disposal or death.  
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A history of management events and requests for plants can be added. Examples are garden maintenance 

and stock-checks; name changes; label checks; propagation activities; plant movements; periodic 

observations on features such as leaf flush, flowering, fruiting, disease and cause of death. Event categories 

are defined to suit your project management procedures and objectives. 

Plant propagation data can be stored for production propagation; experiments with seed, cuttings and grafts. 

Plant garden location can be recorded from defined garden areas or theme zones down to pinpoint map 

locations with options to record bed and grid numbering as used locally. 

Interactive mapping features using the inbuilt ArcGIS API or your preferred GIS. 

Transactions can be recorded to store batch receipts and different categories of garden exchange.  

Legal and permit data such as Nagoya protocol , Import, Export, Phytosanitary, Collection and Research 

permit details can be recorded using the Permits and Permissions feature. PDF files, Excel sheets and other 

documents can be linked to accessions, individual plants, transactions, species and other records. An example 

would be linking a material transfer agreement to a garden exchange. 

Images of plants  (physical files or media library URLs) in their original habitat or in the garden can be added 

and linked to records in the database as appropriate. Images of herbarium specimen vouchers and other 

associated specimens or illustrations can be added.  

Individual projects can extend data file structures by adding custom fields. For example, if a project wanted 

to store details about species or individual plant accessions using fields not provided by default in BRAHMS, 

additional data fields can be registered and become a permanent part of your database. 

The module is supported by Rapid Data Entry (RDE) which can be used to capture data in batches and to 

transfer data from other formats such as Excel worksheets.  RDE can also be used to upload stock-checks, 

propagation data and plant observations for plant accessions. 

Voucher specimens (herbarium specimen, DNA, wood, seed, etc.) can be linked through the preserved 

collections module. Vouchers may be from original wild collections and/or from established garden plants.  

You can design your own website and publish a virtual botanic garden or online plant catalogue directly from 

BRAHMS using its WebConnect features.  

Collections and preserved specimens 

Many botanic gardens also manage collection event data recording plant wild origins and there may be a 

need cross-reference to preserved material such as herbarium specimens.  

If a collection event leads to vouchers being taken, the physical specimens will likely be deposited in a 

museum/herbarium collection. They may be formally mounted and incorporated to a museum collection. 

Examples are birds, insects, fungi, ferns, higher plants ς or indeed any form of preserved natural history 

material.  

Each specimen is linked to a collection event which stores the collector name and number, date, location, 

initial identification and usually some other details about the collection.  A single collection event may lead to 

multiple specimens (or duplicates). These may be deposited at different institutions and be different types of 

material (an insect or bird, a herbarium sheet, a DNA sample, seeds, wood section, fruit, etc.).  

Specimens may have barcodes and/or accession numbers. They may be ΨǘȅǇŜǎΩ ƻf a certain category 

(holotype, isotype, etc.). Each specimen may have multiple determinations. 
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Selecting a specific collection category alters the toolbar menu options. 

       

 

 

¶ Scalable to manage any size of collection, allowing multiple users to add and edit data simultaneously. 

¶ Store data for any category of specimen: whole organisms, herbarium sheets, DNA samples, Xylarium, etc.  

¶ Store one to many physical specimens per collection event, each specimen with one to many determinations. 

¶ Add project specific fields to your database structure if these are not included by default. 

¶ Link images to specimens as physical files or media library URLs. 

¶ Design reporting templates for lists, loan forms, labels and determination slips. 

¶ Optimize specimen data capture using the Rapid Data Entry module. 

¶ Import specimen data donated from other databases and websites. 

¶ Use specimen data to develop checklists and analyse diversity for differently scaled areas. 

¶ Map geo-referenced collections to show distribution by species or any other queried dataset. 

¶ Publish specimen details with images online. 

Seed Banks 

The seed module, developed collaboratively with the Millennium Seed Bank at RBG Kew, has broad curation 

and research applications for projects who collect, store, test and distribute seed. Seed accession and test 

data, related vouchers and images are all integrated and can be published online. 

Material may or may not be held in boxes and folders as shown here. Each can 
have their own barcode ς as can the individual specimens. Screen taken from 
Naturalis herbarium database. 
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¶ Seed accession records including all passport and wild origin data can be managed with links to voucher details, 

project and agreement details, and seed batch data. 

¶ Data from collection cleaning methodology, cleaning time and results, the precise store bank location as well as any 

records of collection duplication to other seed banks. 

¶ Seed counting processes including absolute and/or estimates via seed sample weights, incorporation of x-ray and/or 

cut-testing analysis to provide adjusted quantities per collection. 

¶ Germination test design including addition of multiple conditions and treatments. 

¶ Germination test results provided for both germination and viability percentages, including germination rate. 

¶ Automated scoring of collections/batches against Millennium Seed Bank Partnership Seed Conservation Standards. 

¶ PDF files, Excel sheets and other documents can be linked to accession, individual plant, species and other records. 

Examples are material transfer documents and species level spreadsheets. 

¶ Images of seed or the plants in their original habitat can be added, together with voucher images as available. 

¶ Projects can extend the standard BRAHMS seed data file structures by editing BRAHMS extension files which become 

a part of your database. 

¶ The Rapid Data Entry (RDE) module is used to capture new seed accessions and test data or to transfer data from 

other formats such as Excel worksheets.  

¶ You can design your own website and publish a virtual seedbank garden or online plant catalogue directly from 

BRAHMS using BRAHMS WebConnect. For example see the RBG Kew MSBP data Warehouse at 

http://brahmsonline.co.uk/msbp.  
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Logging in to the demo database 
If you have not yet installed BRAHMS and/or do not have a link to the conifer database or any another 

database, refer to Annex section 1 and Annex section 2.  

Otherwise, the login steps are as follows: 

¶ Locate and run the brahms.exe file. You can create a desktop shortcut to this file. If the application does 

not start, the most likely cause is an installation security issue. Refer to the troubleshooting section. 

¶ On the log in form, choose the settings as shown below: 

              

A splash screen window is displayed as the system gathers the necessary resources. With BRAHMS Authentication, the 
default user name is ΨDemoΩ and the password is ƭƻǿŜǊ ŎŀǎŜ ΨdemoΩΦ The delay here depends a little on the installation set 
up and your available RAM. The name of the Data Location may differ as this depends on the name assigned when the 
data connection was added.  

Note: if the demo database is located on a shared drive and your data connection is to the shared drive, 

multiple users can be logged into the database at the same time. 

 

The opening screen will vary, depending on your selected background imagery. 

 

   








































































