Who Am I?

"What's in a name? That which we call a rose

By any other name would smell as sweet."

As an industry we still have not fully come to terms with the need and benefits of correct plant nomenclature. A good word that is nearly as hard to pronounce as many of the plant names we have to use.  It literally means a system of plant names.  In reality it is a complex process whereby everyone in the world can talk about plants with some level of surety that they are discussing the same thing.  The subject is far too big for me to cover in a couple of aerticles.  Indeed it is big enough for a whole course at university level or theme for a whole conference.

The system we use today is in two parts.  One comes from work done by Carolus Linnaeus in writing his Species Plantarum.  In 1753 he developed the system we basically use today as the International Code for Botanical Nomenclature. The other comes from work done in the early nineties which resulted in the International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants.  These two pieces of work give structure to our industry.

The Plant Name

Over time we have developed a structured system for our own names.  In the west we basically have a binomial; a surname and a christian name.  Originally these were based on who we were, what we did or where we lived.  For example my name was that given to those who looked after the larks for the local lord.  Other names are on relationships, e g Harry Richardson – Harry who was Richard’s son.  Unlike plants though, many of us have the same name, which sometimes gives rise to real confusion and even very negative consequences.

Plants can also be identified using characteristics such as whether they are a tree, shrub or, vine. Possibly using how they grow; evergreen, deciduous, annual or perennial.  Another option is where they come from, by country, region or environment. These word descriptions are useful but not comprehensive in separating one plant from another. Many quite different plants could be a vine.  We would then need to add more words to give more accuracy.  We could say ‘Purple flowering, cold tolerant, evergreen vine from Australia’ as the name for Hardenbergia violaceae.  The problem is this is very cumbersome and still not unique.

In the eighteenth century some hard work was done by Carolus Linnaeus in developing the current binomial system.  It combines the genus and species epithet to make a two part name called the species name or plant binomial.  The two names are latinized words which often have a level of description within them.  This may refer to where the plant comes from or was first described.  For example one of the great Australian trees is the massive River Redgum.  The Latin name is Eucalyptus camaldulensis – Eucalyptus comes from the Greek  eu meaning well and calyptos meaning covered – referring to the covered flower bud.  The species epithet comes from latin -ensis referring to where the plant was first described, and Camalduli a small region in Italy that is famous for its monks.  They may refer to the color, alba, nigra or the height, nana, leaf/flower shape, longifolia, deltaphylla, grandiflora or simply used to honor the discoverer or another famous person, muelleri, banksii
Latin is an old language that is not spoken and rarely even taught so why don’t we use English?   Well, although we would like to think otherwise the whole world does not speak English.  Second the work was done originally in Latin and it would not be practical to change to another language and finally Latin has a solid set of grammatical rules that doesn’t have more exceptions than not, unlike English.

The generic name is based on a group of plants that all share a similar set of characteristics within a broader grouping called a Family.  The species epithet covers a sub-sector of that group with one or more unique characteristics that make that plant quite different from the others.  

As there are many species that have developed differences within their range that are regular and repetitive a system of naming has developed for sub-species and varieties.  These plants are consistent over generations of naturally occurring progeny and the variations are different from the ‘type’.  The ‘type’ is the original plant that was first described.  It may be a preserved sample, a drawing or maybe only a written description.  Upon classifying a sub species or variety it will take the subspecies name that is the same as the species epithet and is referred to as the autonym.  For example there are several forms of Lavandula pedunculata that have now been given a sub-species rank.  Lavandula pedunculata ssp sampaiana is distinctively different plant from the species.  The original form that was first used to describe L. pedunculata is now called  L. pedunculata ssp  pedunculata.

There are higher ranks (Family, Class) and lower ranks (form) but basically the botanic name stops here and is governed by the rules of The International Code for Botanic Nomenclature.  This is reviewed and maintained on a regular basis, last full review was done in 1999.  There was another done in 2005 which is yet to be implemented.

The nest stage is the Cultivar.  This is where most of us work.  The Cultivar names are governed under the rules of The International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants.  This is also reviewed regularly and has been described as an attempt by the horticulture industry to self regulate.

The word ‘cultivar’ was first coined in 1923 by LH Bailey from the words: CULTIvated VARiety.  There have been many attempts since then to define what a cultivar is.  This has been a dynamic process with a great deal of debate.  One description that works well is that of WT Stern in 1986 (his Book Botanical Latin is an excellent reference for understanding plant names):

By cultivated plants is meant plants raised in cultivation which differ sufficiently from their wild ancestors or, if taken into cultivation from the wild, are worthy enough of distinction from wild populations for horticultural purposes to merit special names" 

Basically, a cultivar is a plant that exists due to the intentional involvement of man and would most likely fail to retain its specific characteristics if returned to the wild.

Finally there are strict rules governing the writing of plant names.  With the modern word processors there is no excuse for not abiding by them.  The make it clear to the reader what part of the name is at what rank:

Genus


In Italics with first letter in Upper case.

species


In italics, all in lower case

ssp, & variety

In italics, all in lower case

‘Cultivar’

In normal font, the first letter of each word in Upper Case

Next month I will look at why we need a set of rules that ensure we have unique names for each plant.
