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Though the known records of fossil plants in
India go back to the later part of the 18th century
(Sonnerat 1782), yet the first illustration of a fos-
sil plant appeared only in the beginning of the
19th Century (Warren 1810). Adolphe Brongniart
described a few species of fossil plants from the
coal-bearing formations of Raniganj Coalfield (1828-
1837). Around the same time, the first fossil
Chara from India was reported (Sowerby 1840).
During the next two decades, a number of reports on
Indian fossil plants was published, mostly in
Transactions of the Geological Society of Lon-
don. With the establishment of the Geological
Survey of India in 1847, the work on fossil plants
recovered from Gondwana sediments got an impe-
tus. The first plant fossil, infact the first fossil, offi-
cially illustrated by the Geological Survey of India
is Zamia theobaldi (now Ptilophyllum acutifolium
Morris) from the Early Cretaceous of Rajmahal Hills
(McClelland 1850, pl. 12, figs 1,2). During 1863
to 1886, a number of illustrated accounts was
published in the Palaeontologia indica, mostly by

Ottokar Feistmantel.

Professor Birbal Sahni initiated extensive re-
search in palaeobotany and, with sustained efforts,
was able to develop a centre of advanced studies at
the Lucknow University. Birbal Sahni was born
on 14th November 1891 at Bhera, now in Pakistan.
He graduated from Punjab University in 1911 and
obtained the DSc degree of London University in
1919. He joined Lucknow University in 1921 where
he rose to be the Dean, Faculty of Science in 1933.
In 1943, he accepted the additional charge of Head
of the newly established Department of Geology.
He was of the opinion that a student who had stud-
ied both botany and geology would make a better
palaobotanist (Rao 1952). His arcas of research
were varied; he specialized on the fossil plants
from the Rajmahal and Deccan Intertrappean beds
and made valuable contributions to discussions on
theory of Continental Drift, Himalayan Uplift, Per-
mian floral provinces, age ol Saline Series, ele. He

also made valuable contributions to the knowledge
on structure, affinities, geographical distribution and
evolutionary aspects of extant plants.

Sahni had the rare foresight to realize the im-
portance of plant microfossils in solving strati-
graphical problems. He initiated research investi-
gations on fossil spores and pollen (Virkki 1937)
which laid the foundation of stratigraphical paly-
nology in India. Palacopalynology, that started
as an offshoot of palaeobotany, has now become a
very valuable aid in search for the fossil fuels;
though sceptics may believe otherwise. Palae-
opalynology can even help in resolving problems
concerned with hydrocarbon reservoir continuity.

The Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeobotany,
Lucknow, foundad in 1946 through his efforts, con-
tinues to be the core group for palaeobotanical and
palaeopalynological researches in India. The research
programmes cover Origin and early evolutipn of
Life, Patterns of evolution in planis and floras in
time and their distribution in space, and applica-
tion of accrued knowledge to biostratigraphy, par-
ticularly in relation to exploration for fossil fuels.
Research investigations on different aspects of
palacobotany are also being carried out at Allahabad,
Bangalore, Bombay, Burdwan, Calcutta, Jodhpur,
Kashmir, Kolhapur, Lucknow, Mysore, Osmania,
Poona, Punjab and Utkal Universities, besides Geo-
logical Survey of India, Oil and Natural Gas
Commission, Institute Francaise, Pondicherry, Insti-
tute of Science, Nagpur, Wadia Institute of
Himalayan Geology, Dehradun, Maharashtra As-
sociation for Cultivation of Science, Pune and
many  other institutions. The two palaeobotanical
associations in the country are the Palacobotanical
Society and Indian Association of Palynostrati-
graphers, as well as the Palynological Society of
India.

The following account summarizes our knowl-
edge about plant life through the ages in India.
Geochronometric dates of rock units given in mil-
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