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  Introduction


  “Speaks Latin, that satin doll.”


  —Billy Strayhorn and Johnny Mercer


  For a dead language, Latin gets a lot of use these days, especially by gardeners. Friends who used to grow “loosestrife” and “bee balm” now talk about their Lythrum and their Monarda, oblivious to the scorn of people like my neighbor Ellen. “My flowers grow fine without knowing what genus they belong to, and what’s good enough for them is good enough for me,” Ellen insists. But for every Ellen there is someone who can’t sleep until she knows whether her catmint is Nepetafaassenii or Nepetamussinii.


  Snobbery? Pretension? I think not. Gardening has grown in popularity, so more gardeners are concerned about doing it well. Often this means knowing with more certainty which plants are which and about plant histories, native habitats, and growing requirements. And sooner or later this comes down to “speaking Latin.”


  Common plant names are a rich trove of imagery, and I would never suggest that we stop talking about pigweed, pussytoes, or love-in-a-puff. But common names can be troublesome when it is time to go shopping. Let’s say, for example, that your mother wants a “rose of Sharon” for her birthday. This name is commonly applied to two plants, one Hypericum calycinum, a foot-high groundcover that blooms in midsummer, another Hibiscus syriacus, a shrub up to fifteen feet tall that blooms at summers end— neither of them roses. By relying solely on the common name you risk buying one plant when you thought you were choosing the other.


  Finding your way in the jungles of botanical Latin can teach you a great deal about the plants themselves. Take “baby’s breath,” a poetic name that beautifully describes the plant’s airy cloud of tiny white blossoms. By also learning its Latin name, Gypsophila paniculata, you will better remember that the plant grows best in calcareous soil (Gypsophila means “gypsum lover”) and the flowers are arranged in panicles (loose, spreading flower clusters). Another species, Gypsophila repens is more low growing, since repens means “creeping.” In the end, learning botanical names will make you more than just a better shopper; it will make you a better gardener and increase your understanding of the natural world.


  Does this mean that you have to learn the entire Latin language before you can pick up a spade and go out into the garden? Not at all. Botanical nomenclature is a highly organized, practical system that uses a limited and highly specialized vocabulary—a little language of its own, really. You need not memorize it, just learn how it works and begin to feel at home in it. As you run across certain words again and again they start to become familiar.


  We owe this nomenclature to Carl Linnaeus, a Swedish naturalist who in the mid-eighteenth century designed a system for classifying and naming plants, animals, and minerals that is still used today. During the seventeenth century others had begun to organize plants into large groups based on structural similarities, and into smaller groups called genera (singular, genus) within those. Linnaeus broke these genera down into 7,300 smaller units, or species, and came up with a system of plant names based on the genus and the species to which each belonged. In so doing Linnaeus helped make evident the natural order of plants. It is an order based on structural features that we now know evolved over the centuries in order to insure the plants’ survival. He decoded, in effect, an order that was already there in nature. And he helped make it desirable, even fashionable, to study and grow interesting plants by giving the world the first universally understood system for naming them.


  By naming plants in Latin Linnaeus was following the accepted practice of his day. Latin was not only the written but also the spoken language of the educated—the one in which people from different countries could communicate. Since it was a language still in use, the Latin of Linnaeus’s time had become quite different from the classical Latin of ancient Rome. In being adapted to botanical purposes it underwent still other changes by incorporating words from Greek and other tongues, and by adapting to the ever-growing knowledge of plants. The classical world knew relatively little about plants and the way they behaved. (See margin note for Cinnamomifolius on page 30 for a comical example.) Many plant parts were completely unknown before the invention of magnification glasses in the seventeenth century, especially sexual parts; the sexuality of plants was not discovered until shortly before the time of Linnaeus.


  With these new demands being made upon it, botanical Latin became the little language unto itself, and a richly descriptive one at that. Where a word did not exist in Latin or Greek, a comparison was usually made. In order to name, Linnaeus defined; in order to define, he described; in order to describe, he created metaphors. Hence botanical terms often seem as poetic as a string of Homeric epithets.


  Plant names consist of two words, the genus name and the species name. Before Linnaeus, plants were identified only by lengthy recorded descriptions that varied from author to author. His system of two-word, or “binomial,” nomenclature provided an agreed-upon way of naming that was brief, concise, and at the same time informative. The genus name (capitalized) was a noun in the nominative singular, the species (in lowercase) an adjective describing the noun and agreeing with it in case and number. Hence in the name Acer palmatum, the tree we call Japanese maple, the neuter noun for maple, Acer, is described by the adjective palmatum, which means “shaped like a hand” (referring to the shape of the leaves). Sometimes there is a third Latin name denoting a subspecies or naturally occuring variety, as in Acer palmatum dissectum—a Japanese maple whose leaves are very finely dissected, like threads.


  Of special importance to the gardener are horticultural varieties, proliferated not by nature at large but by the hand of man. A capitalized name in single quotations following the genus and species indicates a “cultivar” produced by human hybridization or selection. Hence Acer palmatum dissectum ‘Flavescens’ is a threadleaf Japanese maple bred or selected for its yellowish leaves.


  Sometimes plant sellers skip over the species name and give just the genus and the horticultural variety. This is too bad because the species name often tells you most about the plant. I, for one, am always struggling to track down the species from which a garden hybrid is derived, in hopes of finding out whether it will, say, grow tall, bloom late, or like its feet to be wet. Fortunately there has been such a surge of interest in growing simple original species that species names are coming back into currency.


  As new plant species are discovered they are named and thereby join the body of our plant knowledge. How do you know when you have found a new species? According to the great twentieth-century botanist L. H. Bailey,


  It is impossible accurately to define what is meant by a species. The naturalist gradually acquires the idea and it becomes an unconscious part of his attitude toward living things. Nature is not laid out informal lines. Perhaps it will aid the inquirer if I repeat the brief definition I wrote in Hortus: A kind of plant or animal that is distinct from other kinds in marked or essential features, that has good characteristics of identification, and that may be assumed to represent in nature a continuing succession of individuals from generation to generation.


  Someone who discovers a new species can name it anything he or she wants, within the very precise rules of the International Code of Nomenclature. Hence the well-circulated tale about the wag who named a new organism fungusamongus is probably apocryphal. (A name should be “real” Latin unless it derives from a proper name.) But it is a true fact that the bacterium thought to cause cat scratch fever, Afipia felix, was named after AFIP—The Armed Forces Institute of Pathology. And mischievous scientists have been known to give foul-smelling fungi the names of eminent mycologists.


  The pages that follow are a glossary (that is, a partial dictionary) of a large number of botanical names you are likely to encounter, listing species names only, in the masculine singular form. Bill Neal’s margin notes offer some of the charming lore and literary associations that the names have acquired down through the centuries.


  The species names as defined are no less charming. A plant that is tipuliformis is shaped like a daddy longlegs; an aracbnoides plant is cobwebby; a blepharophyllus plant is one “fringed like eyelashes”; and the one called pardalianthes “has the strength to strangle a leopard.” By paying attention to species names we can sometimes learn a plant’s origin (californicus, transylvanicus), that its favorite habitat is a salt marsh (salsuginosus), or that it blooms only at night (noctiflorus). We might learn that it feels prickly to the touch (aculeatissimus) or smells like a goat (hircinus). Knowing that words ending in -folius describe the leaves, -florus the flowers, -caulis the stem, or -earns the fruit will increase your understanding of them.


  How will a new plant behave in your garden? If it is compactus it will probably stay small, or if columnaris make a vertical accent. If flore-pleno it will have numerous or many-petaled flowers; if sempervirens it is evergreen, at least in some climates. If it is admirabilis or elegantissimus it might delight you to grow it. If horridus, jatuus, or phu you might be sorry.


  So, are Latin plant names dry, absurdly polysyllabic nonsense spouted only by bumptious, long-winded overachievers? They are only if you don’t know what they mean.


  —BARBARA DAMROSCH


  A


  abbrevia’tus: abbreviated or shortened; shorter than adjoining parts


  abieti’nus: resembling fir trees


  aborti’vus: aborted; exhibiting arrested development; defective


  abrotanifo’lius: with leaves resembling the finely cut foliage of southernwood, Artemisia abrotanum


  abrup’tus: abrupt; coming to a sudden termination


  absinthoi’des: resembling wormwood, Artemisia absinthium


  abyssin’icus: Abyssinian; Ethiopian


  acadien’sis: of or from Nova Scotia, Canada; Acadian


  acantbifo’lius: with broad, ornamental, spiked foliage like that of Acanthus


  acantbo’comus: having spiny hairs


  acau’lis: stemless; apparently stemless; having the stem underground


  ac’colus: dwelling nearby; neighboring


  acepb’alus: headless; the absence of a head, as in certain leafy cabbages such as kale


  acer’bus: harsh or sour-tasting; bitter


  acerifo’lius: with leaves resembling the maple, Acer


  aceroi’des: maple-like


  acero’sus: needle-shaped and rigid; like the pines leaves


  A COTTAGE NOSEGAY

  Abrotanifolius. “Artemisia Abrotanum. Southernwood. Lad’s Love. Old Man. A low growing hoary evergreen shrub with richly aromatic feathery foliage. Found often in old gardens it once played a part in every cottager’s nosegay. Few sweeter are to be devised than Southernwood and white Moss Rose-buds.”


  Louise Beebe Wilder, The Fragrant Path, 1990
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  CORINTHIAN ORDER

  Acanthifolius. Acanthus leaves crown one of the most ornate and easily recognized elements of ancient architecture, the Corinthian capital.


  achilleaefo’lius: Achillean-leaved; having finely cut, ferny foliage like that of the yarrow


  acicula’ris: needle-like; narrow, stiff, and pointed


  acina’ceus: scimitar-shaped; like a short, crescent-shaped sword


  acinacifo’lius: scimitar-leaved


  acinacifor’mis: scimitar-shaped


  aconitifo’lius: having leaves like the aconite; palmately cleft


  acrot’riche: hairy-lipped


  aculeatis’simus: very prickly


  aculea’tus: prickly; set about with prickles, as a fruit or seed


  acumina’tus: sharpened; tapering to a point


  acu’tus: acute; sharp-pointed


  adenoph’orus: bearing or producing glands, usually referring to sticky, nectar-bearing glands


  adenophyl’lus: having glands on the leaves


  adiantoi’des: with leaves like the maidenhair fern, Adiantum


  admira’bilis: admirable; noteworthy


  adna’tus: adnate, or grown together; with attached surfaces (usually used to indicate two dissimilar structures growing together naturally but in an apparently abnormal position)


  adonidifo’lius: with leaves like Adonis, rather fennel-like


  adpres’sus: pressed against; lying flat against, as the hairs on the stems of some plants
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  SALVE OF ACHILLES

  Achileaefolius. “I want you to cut out this arrow from my thigh, wash off the blood with warm water and spread soothing ointment on the wound. They say you have some excellent prescriptions that you learnt from Achilles.”


  Homer, Iliad


  “This plant Achillea is thought to be the very same, wherewith Achilles cured the wounds of his soldiers.”


  John Gerard, Herbal, 1597


  adscen’dens: ascending; rising gradually


  adsur’gens: ascending; rising to an erect position; straight up


  adun’cus: hooked; like the beak of a parrot; crooked; bent


  ad’venus: newly arrived; adventive; added to but not essential; not native


  aegypti’acus: Egyptian; of or from the valley of the Nile


  aem’ulus: emulating; rivaling


  aene’us: bronze- or copper-colored


  aequinoctia’lis: pertaining to the equinox; mid-tropical; having flowers that open or close at regular intervals


  aequipet’alus: equal-petaled


  aequitri’lobus: having three equal lobes


  ae’rius: aerial; above ground or water


  aerugino’sus: bluish green, like verdigris; like the color of oxidized copper


  aestiva’lis: pertaining to summer


  aesti’vus: summer


  aethiop’icus: Ethiopian; African, south of Libya and Egypt


  aetol’icus: of or from Aetolia, Greece


  affi’nis: related to, especially in terms of structure; allied to another species


  a’fra: African
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  MOMENT’S PLEASURE

  Adonidifolius. The ancient world, from Syria to Greece, worshiped Adonis as the god of vegetation. A peculiar function of his worship was the planting of the Adonis garden. Wheat, barley, lettuces, and fennel seeds were planted in earthen pots and baskets. These pots were grouped around a statue of Adonis on the roof. The plants shot up quickly, and in the intense rooftop heat they soon withered. After eight days the dead plants were thrown into the sea with the little image of the god. These little plants that sprang up so quickly and withered so soon were a symbol of the short life of the god. And so a garden of Adonis has come to mean a small and short-lived pleasure.
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  ADMIRABLE THINGS

  Agavoides. “The moonlight touching o’er a terrace [image: images] One tall Agave above the lake.”


  Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Daisy,” 1842


  Tennyson rightly admired the Agave, for its Greek root is agavos, literally, admirable. But perhaps its greatest admirers are the Mexicans who use it for, among other things, making rope and fiber, and as the source of tequila and pulque.
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  PERENNIAL CONFUSIONS

  Ageratoides. “The Coelestina ageratoides, a half-hardy perennial with blue ageratum-like flowerheads, much employed in bedding, must not be confounded with the true Ageratums.”


  W. Thompson, Treasury of Botany, 1866


  africa’nus: African


  agavoi’des: like the Agaves


  ageratifo’lius: with leaves like the common garden plant Ageratum


  ageratoi’des: Ageratum-like


  aggrega’tus: aggregate; clustered; applies to flowers or fruits collected into one mass


  agra’rius: of the fields; growing wild in cultivated land


  agres’tis: of or pertaining to fields or cultivated land


  agrifo’lius: scabby-leaved


  aizoi’des: resembling the Aizoaceae, a family of low-growing evergreen herbs with fleshy, often silvery foliage


  ala’tus: winged; having wings or appendages that appear to be wings


  albes’cens: whitish; becoming white


  al’bicans: whitish


  albicau’lis: white-stemmed


  al’bidus: white


  albiflo’rus: having white flowers


  al’bifrons: white-fronded


  albispi’nus: white-spined


  albocinc’tus: white-girdled; white-crowned


  albomacula’tus: having white spots


  albopic’tus: white-painted


  albopilo’sus: having white hairs


  albospi’cus: white-spiked


  al’bulus: whitish


  al’bus: white


  alcicor’nis: resembling the horns of the elk or moose


  alep’picus: of or from Aleppo, Syria


  alexandri’nus: of or from Alexandria, Egypt


  al’gidus: cold; chilly


  alien’us: foreign


  allia’ceus: of Allium; garlic- or onion-like in shape, odor, or taste
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  STINKING LILY

  Alliaceus. Its detractors call it the stinking lily. But along with its relatives the onions and leeks, garlic— Allium sativum—is among the most ancient of cultivated plants. Both the Babylonians and the Chinese prescribed its use thousands of years before Christ. Herodotus says that the great pyramid of Cheops was inscribed with the amount spent on leeks and onions for the laborers. The Israelites in the desert paid the Alliums an immortal compliment. In the Bible they cried out, “We remember the fish we ate in Egypt for nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic; but now our strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.”


  alliariaefo’lius: like the leaves of Alliaria; having kidney-shaped to heart-shaped, finely cut foliage


  alnifo’lius: with leaves like the alder


  aloi’des: Aloe-like; having pointed, erect, succulent leaves


  aloifo’lius: with leaves like the Aloe


  alopecurioi’des, alopecuroi’des: like Alopecurus, commonly called meadow foxtail, a grass that grows up to six feet with fluffy seed spikes


  alpes’tris: nearly alpine; from just below the timberline


  alpig’enus: alpine; found high in the mountains


  alpi’nus: alpine


  alta’icus: of the Altai Mountains, Asia


  alter’nans: alternating, as opposed to opposite, plant parts


  alternifo’lius: with leaves alternately spaced, not opposite


  alter’nus: alternating; alternate


  althaeoi’des: Althaea-like; hollyhock-like


  al’tifrons: having tall fronds


  altis’simus: very tall; tallest


  al’tus: tall


  alum’nus: well-nourished, flourishing, or strong


  alyssoi’des: Alyssum-like


  amah’ilis: lovable; amiable; lovely


  amaranthoi’des: like the plant Amaranth, often with brilliant foliage and striking flower heads


  amarantic’olor: Amaranth-colored; intensely reddish purple


  amaricau’lis: bitter-stemmed


  ama’rus: bitter


  amazon’icus: of or from the Amazon River region


  ambig’uus: ambiguous; of doubtful classification


  ambly’odon: blunt-toothed


  ambrosioi’des: of or like Ambrosia (named after the nectar of the gods) a term applied to several different herbs in the old days; in North America, a common garden pest, ragweed


  amelloi’des: of or like the Italian starwort; named after the river Mellus near Rome; aster-like


  america’nus: American


  amethys’tinus: amethystine; violet-colored


  amethystoglos’sus: amethyst-tongued
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  IMAGINED BEAUTY

  Amaranthoides. Amaranth is a confused term. The Oxford English Dictionary calls it “an imaginary flower reputed never to fade,” and thus it is associated with eternal life. Milton’s elegy, “Lycidas,” bids “Amaranthus all his beauty shed.” Amaranth is a real plant noted for brilliant foliage and striking seed heads, with fanciful common names such as prince’s-feather and love-lies-bleeding. Amaranth also describes flowers that hold their color and shape when dried.


  ammoph’ilus: sand-loving; growing in sandy places


  amoe’nus: charming; pleasing


  amphib’ius: amphibious; suited for or adapted to growing on land or in water


  amplexicau’lis: stem-clasping, usually referring to a leaf whose base embraces the stem


  ampkxifo’lius: having leaves that clasp the stem


  amplia’tus: enlarged; increased


  amplis’simus: most or very ample


  am’plus: ample; large


  amuren’sis: of or from the Amur River region, the border of Manchuria and Siberia


  amygdalifor’mis: shaped like an almond


  amygdal’inus: almond-like


  amygdaloi’des: almond-like


  anacan’thus: without thorns or spines


  anacardioi’des: like the fruit of the Anacardium, the cashew nut tree


  anagyroi’des: bearing recurved pods like those of Anagyris, a Mediterranean shrub


  anatol’icus: of or from Anatolia or Turkey, Asia Minor
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