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After many years in the making, the renovation of the Cen-
ter for Excellence in Palynology (CENEX) at Louisiana State 
University (LSU) is complete! This means that a collection 
of approximately 25,000 rare palynological reprints and 
books, the SHELL biostratigraphic collection of dinoflagel-
late cysts, about 10,000 pollen slides, microscope facility 
and lab are now accessible to palynologists worldwide, 
whether students want to come study here or researchers 
would like to come for a sabbatical or other forms of col-
laboration. 

Many palynologists are responsible for the creation of CEN-
EX. David Pocknall, a retired palynologist from HESS, sum-
marized it perfectly when he stated: “So good to see the 
Center finally reach its stated goal. When I look back start-
ing with my involvement in the early nineties the words 
that come to mind are struggles, perseverance, and ded-
ication to reach the lofty goals originally laid out by Ken 
Piel and Harry Leffingwell who first had the vision to cre-
ate such a training center in the U.S. Timing could not have 

been worse for the establishment of CENEX and struggling 
funding attempts were constantly derailed by successive 
downturns in the oil and gas business. Funding CENEX was 
always a challenge. But perseverance paid off thanks in 
part by the generous individual donation from the estate of 
Paul Wesendunk. John Wrenn, the first AASP professor and 
first CENEX director, was a dedicated steward of the center. 
He would have been proud to see where CENEX is today, 
thanks in large part to Sophie Warny for her continued be-
lief in CENEX and palynology.“ 

Emeritus LSU Professor 
George Hart and Texas 
A&M University Professor 
Vaughn Bryant recalled that 
once AASP put forward the 
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idea of such a center in the late eighties, a number of uni-
versities decided to apply to host this center.  The main 
competitors in the final lap were Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity [Al Traverse], Texas A&M University [Vaughn Bryant] 
and LSU [George Hart]. LSU was selected to host the cen-
ter in Baton Rouge, and it was officially established by the 
American Association of Stratigraphic Palynologists (AASP) 
and LSU in 1993.

James M. Coleman, former Executive Vice Chancellor of 
LSU, wrote at the time of the inauguration: “A Center for Ex-
cellence in Palynology such as envisioned by the American 
Association of Stratigraphic Palynologists should greatly in-
fluence the future development of palynological studies on 
national and international scales. It is especially significant 
that AASP should choose LSU’s School of Geoscience as the 
location for its Center for Excellence. LSU has played, and 
will continue to play, a major role in hydrocarbon develop-
ment, and placing the Center at LSU simply enhances the 
School’s contributions in the field of energy exploration. 
Selection of LSU as the site of the Center provides a won-
derful opportunity for the University and for the field of 
palynology.” 

After the creation of CENEX, AASP pledged to endow a chair.  
After more than a decade of raising funds, AASP completed 
the $600,000 contribution, thanks in part to a donation of 
approximately $120,000 from the estate of Paul Wesend-
unk, a retired Chevron palynologist.  The Louisiana Board 
of Regents provided a matching contribution of $400,000 
by 2009.

From 2008 to 2016, Sophie Warny was the interim director 
of CENEX.  In Fall 2016, she was appointed as the first AASP 
Chair.  Since that time, she has work tirelessly to expand 
and update CENEX, to create an accessible research cen-
ter for these rare palynological collections and to provide a 
state-of-the-art research environment for the graduate stu-
dents trained at CENEX.  Warny also used her startup funds 
to renovate the student’s research space and purchase new 
research microscopes.  Not only did the first renovation pro-
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vide great equipment for 
the students to successful-
ly complete their research, 
the center also provided 
unique opportunities for 
assistantships.  In collab-
oration with the LSU Mu-
seum of Natural Science 
where Warny is a curator, 
a graduate student is fund-
ed as a curator assistant 
(CA) for CENEX to assist 
with the daily managing, 
organization and digitiza-
tion of the large collection 
of samples and rare books 
or reprints.  Since her start 
at CENEX, Warny has directed 18 graduate students’ theses 
and dissertations on various Cretaceous to Cenozoic sec-
tions. Her research focuses on the use of palynomorphs to 
reconstruct past climate or conduct classic biostratigraphic 
studies. The CENEX graduate students (https://sites01.lsu.
edu/faculty/swarny/palynology-students/) have all been 
instrumental in building the center via their publications 
and hard work. Shannon Ferguson, one of the longest-serv-
ing CAs, was a major help with the organization of the 
collections until her graduation in Summer 2017. Anoth-
er former student, Marie Thomas, enabled the funding of 
the StrataBugs licence through industry-support.  Former 
students are employed in the oil and gas industry (HESS, 
BP, DEVON, CHEVRON, BHP Billiton Petroleum, and EOG) 
in the United States and in Europe but also with the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security (as forensic palynolo-
gist), environmental companies, International Ocean Drill-

ing Program (IODP), or as instructors.  Warny has raised 
$1,801,000 in funding while at LSU to support the CENEX 
research program.  

Various sponsors and mentors (John Anderson, Rosie Askin, 
Vaughn Bryant, Paul Cornick, Thomas Demchuk, David 
Pocknall, or Iain Prince, just to cite a few) also have helped 
build the research program by either donating their time 
and expertise or material (sediment cores) for the graduate 
student research or by hiring CENEX students as biostratig-
raphers.

Warny hopes she is fulfilling the mission of the center and 
is thankful for the years of dedication by so many to make 
the center what it is today.  She is grateful for all the initial 
work done by her predecessor, John Wrenn, who started 
the center.  
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Martin Head, a Professor at Brock University 
in Canada recalled that John was instrumen-
tal in changing the name of the center from 
“The Center of Excellence in Palynology” to 
“The Center for Excellence in Palynology” 
as Wrenn felt that the center had not yet 
earned this boast.  It is sad that Wrenn was 
not to live long enough to see CENEX really 
blossom.  

The center also facilitates collaborations 
amongst researchers around the world and 
within LSU.  Recently, Warny began a collab-
oration with Laura Lagomarsino, a new as-
sistant professor of Biological Sciences and 
the new Director of the Shirley C. Tucker 
Herbarium.  The collaboration involves com-
bining the Museum of Natural Science’s bird 
collection, the CENEX pollen collection and 
the Herbarium collection to understand the 
co-evolution between birds and the plants 
that provide their nutrition. 
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Learn More
www.palynology.org/cenex

Visitors are welcome at CENEX! A dedicated visitor’s work-
space was created as part of the renovation to help foster 
international collaboration. The large collection of pollen 
and dinoflagellate samples will allow researchers to com-
pare their discoveries for accurate identification.  The li-
brary collection also houses books and articles that may be 
inaccessible as most species descriptions were written in 
the 1900’s, before online publishing.  For instance, Cather-
ine Smith visited the center for the Spring 2016 semester 
as a graduate student from the University of South Florida 
to learn about Antarctic palynology.  That collaboration re-
sulted in a paper that made the cover of the journal Nature 
in December 2017. The use of historical reprints at CENEX, 
mostly unavailable elsewhere, were able to support Smith’s 
research findings.

This rare collection of palynological materials is accessible 
now with many thanks to the donations to AASP and the 
LSU Foundation, along with the matching donation from the 
Louisiana Board of Regents to support an endowed chair at 
CENEX in the LSU Department of Geology and Geophysics.  

Looking ahead to 2020, CENEX will host the AASP annual re-
search conference.  The conference will be a joint venture of 
three LSU labs (Warny, Kam-Biu Liu and Sibel Bargu Ates).  It 
will be a nice opportunity to showcase the renovation to the 
hundreds of AASP members and share the beautiful State of 
Louisiana with palynologists from around the world.  AASP 
members will be invited on field trips aimed at discovering 
the unique Louisiana ecosystems, such as the marsh and 
swamp environments.

 
 LSU thanks AASP-TPS and all the CENEX founders, supporters, and students 
 over the years, a few of which are pictured here!


