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Introduction



The perception is common that gardening would be a lot more fun if we did not have to talk about plants using a dead language made up of unpronounceable words. It is hard not to concede the point that, to an English-speaker, a lot of Latin names don’t exactly roll off the tongue, and that it is undoubtedly easier to remember the name dawn redwood than Metasequoia glyptostroboides. So why do we bother with it at all?

The first thing to understand is that we require plant names to be universal. Flick through a botanical or horticultural text in Korean or Mandarin and you may not understand a single word except the plant names. They, at least, are immune to the barriers of language. This is important for scientific communication, for conservation and the sharing of understanding, but no less for gardening. The plants we grow in our gardens come from all over the world and if we want to gain reliable knowledge about them it is necessary we all use the same names. In this way the great advantage of Latin is the very fact that it is a dead language; it is static and anchored by unchanging rules, it is no one’s and everyone’s at the same time.
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Lagurus ovatus

Having a specialised system for naming also allows us to group plants together in informative ways. There is nothing in the common names skunkbush, stag’s-horn sumach and wax tree to suggest any particular relationship or similarity. However, once you know all three are species of the genus Rhus, then immediately you can say each is likely to have pinnate leaves and good autumn colour.

This is, perhaps, fairly well understood, but what is often overlooked is that Latin plant names are like little parcels of information about the plants to which they refer. From flower colour to flavour and habit to habitat, Latin names have a huge amount of information to impart that is of practical value to gardeners. Sometimes, the relevance is clear. Knowing that the name of Rudbeckia laciniata indicates that it has strongly cut leaves or that Digitalis purpurea f. albiflora was named for its milky white flowers is of obvious interest. However, being aware that Griselinia littoralis grows by the sea or Convallaria majalis flowers in May might be considered just as useful.

There are a host of names that tell us something of practical value. Demonstrating this, and making the information easily accessible, is the purpose of this book. As with other dictionaries of plant names, definitions are given but here, instead of providing a simple alphabetical listing, the names are first divided into categories that indicate the kinds of information they contain. This provides a fascinating view of the range and coverage of plant names and it is hoped will enhance an appreciation of the things they have to tell us. Once it is understood that Latin plant names are practical tools and not just an inconvenient necessity, they can help us enjoy the plants around us and add greatly to the pleasure of gardening.
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How to use this book

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

 

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

 

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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A brief guide to plant names



In writing plant names certain conventions should be followed.

Family

(e.g. Magnoliaceae)

Family names end in –aceae and should appear in italics with an upper-case initial letter.

Genus (plural genera)

(e.g. Magnolia)

This appears in italics with an upper-case initial letter. There are three genders: masculine, feminine and neuter. The genus may be abbreviated to its initial letter to avoid repetition, e.g. Magnolia kobus, M. stellata.

Species

(e.g. Magnolia grandiflora)

The species is a specific unit within a genus and the name is sometimes referred to as the specific epithet. It is written in lower-case italics. The combination of the genus and species name gives us the binomial, or two-word, system which is the basis of modern nomenclature. Most species names are adjectives and need to agree with the gender of the genus.
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St Brigid’s anemone, Anemone coronaria

Subspecies, varietas and forma

(e.g. Magnolia sprengeri var. diva)

There are three ranks commonly found within species, these are known as infraspecific names. All appear in italics and are preceded by an abbreviation of their rank in roman. Subspecies (subsp.) is a distinct variant of the species; varietas (var.), sometimes known as variety, distinguishes slight variations; forma (f.), sometimes known as form, also distinguishes minor variations.

Cultivar

(e.g. Magnolia sieboldii ‘Colossus’)

This appears as lower-case roman type with an upper-case initial letter within single quotes. It is applied to artificially maintained plants.

Hybrid

(e.g. Magnolia × soulangeana)

This appears as lower-case italics and is preceded by a roman-type multiplication sign. It is applied to plants that are the product of a cross between species of the same genus.

This is a simplified outline of the binomial system but omits many complexities. The purpose of this book is to help you to understand what names mean, not how they are formulated. However, for those with an interest in the intricacies of botanical nomenclature, online resources are available.
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CHAPTER ONE



Colour



Colour is all-important to gardeners and the primary means by which mood is evoked in planting schemes.

Imagine the contrasting experiences of walking through the serene White Garden at Sissinghurst Castle or along the ebullient, blazing borders at Great Dixter and the impact of colour in the garden becomes clear.

There are a wide selection of names that refer to colour and these can offer helpful hints to the horticulturist trying to hit just the right note.




Light colours



Light colours help to give a sense of openness to the garden and are therefore useful in confined spaces or shady sites. They are subtle, gentle, calming and the perfect visual accompaniment to the sounds of birdsong and running water. Names meaning silver or grey often refer not to plants’ flowers but to their leaves. It is worth knowing that such plants generally enjoy a bright spot and free-draining soil.

albescens

al-BES-enz

Becoming white, as in Kniphofia albescens

albicans

AL-bih-kanz

Off-white, as in Hebe albicans

albidus

AL-bi-dus

albida, albidum

White, as in Trillium albidum
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[image: ] The cemetery iris, Iris albicans, is native to Saudi Arabia but is commonly planted by gravesides in other places with a warm, dry climate. The Latin name refers to the off-white colour of the flowers.

albiflorus

al-BIH-flor-us

albiflora, albiflorum

With white flowers, as in Buddleja albiflora

albifrons

AL-by-fronz

With white fronds, as in Cyathea albifrons

albomarginatus

AL-bow-mar-gin-AH-tus

albomarginata, albomarginatum

With white margins, as in Agave albomarginata

albosinensis

al-bo-sy-NEN-sis

albosinensis, albosinense

Meaning white and from China, as in Betula albosinensis

albus

AL-bus

alba, album

White, as in Veratrum album

argentatus

ar-jen-TAH-tus

argentata, argentatum

argenteus

ar-JEN-tee-us

argentea, argenteum

Silver in colour, as in Salvia argentea

argyrophyllus

ar-ger-o-FIL-us

argyrophylla, argyrophyllum

With silver leaves, as in Rhododendron argyrophyllum

candicans

KAN-dee-kanz

candidus

KAN-dee-dus

candida, candidum

Shining white, as in Echium candicans

canescens

kan-ESS-kenz

With off-white or grey hairs, as in Populus × canescens

chionanthus

kee-on-AN-thus

chionantha, chionanthum

With snow-white flowers, as in Primula chionantha

chloropetalus

klo-ro-PET-al-lus

chloropetala, chloropetalum

With green petals, as in Trillium chloropetalum

chrysanthus

kris-AN-thus

chrysantha, chrysanthum

With golden flowers, as in Crocus chrysanthus

chrysocarpus

kris-oh-KAR-pus

chrysocarpa, chrysocarpum

With golden fruit, as in Crataegus chrysocarpa

chrysolepis

kris-SOL-ep-is

chrysolepis, chrysolepe

With golden scales, as in Quercus chrysolepis

chrysophyllus

kris-oh-FIL-us

chrysophylla, chrysophyllum

With golden leaves, as in Phlomis chrysophylla

cinerarius

sin-uh-RAH-ree-us

cineraria, cinerarium

Ash-grey, as in Centaurea cineraria

cinerascens

sin-er-ASS-enz

Turning to ash-grey, as in Senecio cinerascens

cinereus

sin-EER-ee-us

cinerea, cinereum

The colour of ash, as in Veronica cinerea

cinnamomeus

sin-uh-MOH-mee-us

cinnamomea, cinnamomeum

Cinnamon-brown, as in Osmunda cinnamomea

citrinus

sit-REE-nus

citrina, citrinum

Lemon-yellow or like Citrus, as in Callistemon citrinus

coelestinus

koh-el-es-TEE-nus

coelestina, coelestinum coelestis

koh-el-ES-tis

coelestis, coeleste

Sky-blue, as in Phalocallis coelestis

eburneus

eb-URN-ee-us

eburnea, eburneum

Ivory-white, as in Angraecum eburneum
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[image: ] The fragrant Madonna lily, Lilium candidum, is a symbol of purity and is often depicted in association with the Virgin Mary. The epithet candidum means shining white, an apt reference to its beautiful flowers.

flavens

flav-ENZ

flaveolus

fla-VEE-oh-lus

flaveola, flaveolum

flavescens

flav-ES-enz

flavidus

FLA-vid-us

flavida, flavidum

Various kinds of yellow, as in Anigozanthos flavidus

flavicomus

flay-vih-KOH-mus

flavicoma, flavicomum

With yellow hairs, as in Euphorbia flavicoma

flavovirens

fla-voh-VY-renz

Greenish yellow, as in Callistemon flavovirens

flavus

FLA-vus

flava, flavum

Pure yellow, as in Crocus flavus

fulvidus

FUL-vee-dus

fulvida, fulvidum

Slightly tawny in colour, as in Cortaderia fulvida
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[image: ] The blue-leaved rhododendron, Rhododendron glaucophyllum, has pinkish flowers. The name glaucophyllum, meaning with grey-green or bloomed leaves, refers to the pale underside of the foliage.

fulvus

FUL-vus

fulva, fulvum

Tawny orange in colour, as in Hemerocallis fulva

gilvus

GIL-vus

gilva, gilvum

Dull yellow, as in Echeveria × gilva

glaucescens

glaw-KES-enz

With a bloom (a powdery deposit); blue-green in colour, as in Ferocactus glaucescens

glaucophyllus

glaw-koh-FIL-us

glaucophylla, glaucophyllum

With grey-green leaves, or with a bloom (a powdery deposit), as in Rhododendron glaucophyllum

glaucus

GLAW-kus

glauca, glaucum

With a bloom on the leaves, as in Festuca glauca

griseus

GREE-see-us

grisea, griseum

Grey, as in Acer griseum

holochrysus

ho-loh-KRIS-us

holochrysa, holochrysum

Completely golden, as in Aeonium holochrysum

hypoleucus

hy-poh-LOO-kus

hypoleuca, hypoleucum

White underneath, as in Centaurea hypoleuca

incanus

in-KAN-nus

incana, incanum

Grey, as in Geranium incanum

incarnatus

in-kar-NAH-tus

incarnata, incarnatum

The colour of flesh, as in Dactylorhiza incarnata

lacteus

lak-TEE-us

Milk-white, as in Cotoneaster lacteus

lactiflorus

lak-tee-FLOR-us

lactiflora, lactiflorum

With milk-white flowers, as in Campanula lactiflora

laetevirens

lay-tee-VY-renz Vivid green, as in Parthenocissus laetevirens

leuc-

Used in compound words to denote white

leucochilus

loo-KOH-ky-lus

leucochila, leucochilum

With white lips, as in Oncidium leucochilum

leucodermis

loo-koh-DER-mis

leucodermis, leucoderme

With white skin, as in Rubus leucodermis

leuconeurus

loo-koh-NOOR-us

leuconeura, leuconeurum

With white nerves, as in Maranta leuconeura

leucophaeus

loo-koh-FAY-us

leucophaea, leucophaeum

Dusky white, as in Dianthus leucophaeus

lilacinus

ly-luc-SEE-nus

lilacina, lilacinum

Lilac, as in Primula lilacina

lividus

LI-vid-us

livida, lividum

Blue-grey; the colour of lead, as in Helleborus lividus

luridus

LEW-rid-us

lurida, luridum

Pale yellow, wan, as in Moraea lurida

luteolus

loo-tee-OH-lus

luteola, luteolum

Yellowish, as in Primula luteola

malvinus

mal-VY-nus

malvina, malvinum

Mauve, as in Plectranthus malvinus

nivalis

niv-VAH-lis

nivalis, nivale

niveus

NIV-ee-us

nivea, niveum

nivosus

niv-OH-sus

nivosa
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