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 Ins and Outs of Plants 
 Part 2: Plant names 

 
 

I. Flowers are the basis of names 
A. It pays to know plants’ true names 

It begins with the parts of a flower and different flower arrangements 
 



Plant Names, Page  
©2021 Janet Macunovich & Steven Nikkila GardenAtoZ.org 

2 

B. Flowers are the primary clue to plant relationships 
1. Taxonomy - classifying plants, primarily by flower 

structure 
 
• Scientific or botanical name. Often called "Latin 

name" it's not Latin or Greek, just mimics one 
or combination of both languages. Universal 
names accepted by international botanical 
congresses. 

 
• Genus name written first, capitalized. Plural 

genera. A group of plants within a family that 
share some significant characteristic(s). 

 
• Species epithet is 2nd word, written in lower case. A particular 

group of plants within a genus that are capable of breeding freely 
with one another.  Members of the same species often but not 
always resemble one another.  (You are the of same species as 
every other person on earth.) 

 
• Cultivar/variety name appears last, if applicable. Written in italics 

or single quotation marks. A type of plant that originated and 
has persisted under cultivation; not necessarily occurring 
naturally. Cultivar (“Cultivated variety”) and variety sometimes 
used interchangeably, controversial. 

 
• Genus name corresponds to a person's last name. Species name 

corresponds to a person's first name.  Cultivar or variety is a 
modifier just as "Junior" or "III" following a person's name. 

Genus species Cultivar 
Juniperus horizontalis ‘Blue Chip' 
Doe john Jr. 
 

• An "x" between the genus and species epithet in a botanical name 
indicates a hybrid between two species; e.g., Astilbe x arendsii. 

 
• There can be big differences between related plants and between 

varieties within the same species: We Homo sapiens are in the 
same genus as Homo erectus, prehistoric man. 

 
2. Common name is a plant’s descriptive, traditional or familiar name. 

• Most plants have numerous common names. The common name 
you use depends on your frame of reference and locality. 

 
• The same common name may apply to several different plants. 
 
• A common name is never wrong, should never be argued. 
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Scientific Names of Plants: Making Sense of the Terms 
 
They look like Greek. Some call them "Latin" but genus names and species epithets 
such as Hosta and multiflora are neither. Some would make sense to a Roman, but far 
more would be gibberish. When the Linnaean system of binomial nomenclature was 
adopted, the scientific community simply agreed to base these "universal" names on a 
language understood by most scientists at that time. 
 
Since Americans speak a language that has Latin as one of its bases, we have as much 
chance of understanding many of these "Latin" plant names as we do understanding 
new "English" terms created to describe new technology. Look at some of the terms in 
plant names; you’ll understand many with very little explanation. 
 
Genus or species epithet might describe some aspect or use of the plant, refer to its 
native habitat, country in which it was discovered, or might honor a notable figure in 
horticulture or history. A few can be traced to antiquity and are truly Latin or Greek. 
 
There is no one “right” way to pronounce these names. 
 
Terms you'll see that describe the whole or some part of the plant: 
Color, pattern of colors 
alba, albomarginata, lactiflora, candicans, candidum, senilis, glauca, nivalis 
amethystinus, azureus 
argentea 
aurea, aureomarginata, chrysanthus, citrinus, cyanus, lutea, sulphureus, xanthonus, 

xanthocarpus 
rubra, atrosanguinea, cardinalis, purpurea/atropu., rosea, carnea/incarnata 
nigra 
bicolor, multicolorus, mosaicus, picta, polychroma, decorata, lineatus, marginalis, 

punctata, variegata, zebrinus 
brilliantissima 
ferruginous 
lucidus 
melanocarpa 
 
Scent 
aromatica, dulcis, fragrans, fragrantissima, suaveolens 
odorata, inodorum 
foetidus, canina 
 
Feel 
corrugata, plicata, crassus, venosus 
elasticus, rigidus, xylosteum 
filamentosa 
hirsutus, pilosa, tomentosa, villosus, mollis 
pustulatus, resinosa, viscosus 
spinosa, spinossisima, acanthus, triacanthus, inermis 
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Shape (of a part or the whole plant) 
cylindricus, globosa, orbiculatus, ovata, pyramidalis, ellipsoides, spicata, spiralis 
convoluta, crispus, recurvata, sinuata, tenuis, elongatus 
horizontalis, divergens, procumbens, prostrata, decumbens, tortuosa, umbraculifera 
lancifolia, dentata, serrata, obtusa, apiculata, attenuata, digitalis 
stellata, racemosa, barbatus, plumarius, undulata 
capitata, acephala 
 
leaf combining terms: phylla & folia (thus pentaphyllus, rotundifolia) 
flower: flora, anth (thus densiflora, latiflorus, longiflorum, micranthus) 
fruit: carp (thus microcarpa) 
stalk, stem: pod, caul (thus pachypoda, acaulis) 
root: tuber, rhiz (thus tuberosa, macrorrhizum) 
 
Pattern or "habit" of foliage 
alternifolia, diversifolia, brevifolius, adpressa 
palmata, pinnata, perfoliatus, quinquefolia 
 
Size, "habit" or overall impression of whole plant 
abbreviatus, compactus, humilis, nanus, pygmaeus 
elatus, exaltatus 
giganteum, grandis 
arborea (vs. dumosus) 
amabilis, elegans, pulchella, bellus, venusta 
superbum, magnificus 
fragilis, tremulus, gracilis, nudum, erectus, flexilis, flexuosa, flaccida, variabilis, 

robustus, debilis, vegetus 
 
Life cycle 
annuus (vs. biennis, perennis) 
decidua (vs. sempervirens) 
ephemerum 
erraticus 
rhizomata, stolonifera, radicans, tuberosa 
 
Flowering time or habit 
vernalis, autumnale 
floridus, floribunda, multiflorus, pauciflora, prolificum, sterilis 
tardiva (vs. praecox) 
dioica 
 
Compared to related plants: 
veris, vulgaris, affinis, confusa, ambigua 
maximus, major, altissima (vs. minor) 
conspicuus, spectabilis, eximia, praestans, superba (vs. trivialis) 
grandiflora, grandifolia (vs. parviflorus, parvifolia) 
yuccafolia, liliifolia, pinifolia, acerifolia, cercidiphyllum 
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Explanatory of use, history 
agrarius, arvensis, edulis, esculentus, oleracea, sapidus 
textilis, tinctoria 
officinalis, siphilitica, vomitoria, cathartica, ptarmica, pulmonaria, hepatica, 

matronalis, salvia 
lavandula 
religiosa 
alchemilla 
tectorum 
 
Habitat, native site 
sylvaticus, sylvestris, nemoralis 
campestris 
convallaria 
hortensis 
maritima, littoralis, salinus 
montanus, saxatilis, rupestris, scopulorum 
deserta 
glacialis 
palustris, uliginosa 
rusticanus 
 
Geo-political origin 
africana, capensis 
americana, allegheniensis, canadensis, kentuckea, labradoricus, mexicana, 

michiganensis, nantucketensis, novae-angliae, ohioensis, pennsylvanica, 
philadelphica, utahensis, virginiana 

asiatica, amurensis, chinensis/sinensis, pekingensis, formosana, himilaicus, 
japonicus, mongolicum, sibiricus, syriacus 

europaeus, alpina, subalpinus, anglicus, caucasica, dalmaticus, hispanica, 
neopolitanum 

orientalis, occidentalis, australis, borealis 
 
Honorific (personal) 
Achillea, Anemone, Scilla 
Buddleia, Clivia, Forsythia, 

plantaginea 
Dahlia, Heuchera, Hosta 
davidii, fortunei, sargentii, wilsonii 
Franklinia, Jeffersonia 
maximowicziana 
Rudbeckia 
sequoia, Tradescantia, catesbii 
sieboldii, Weigela 

Historic 
Acer (maple), Fagus (beech), 

Quercus (oak) 
Buxus (boxwood) 
carota (carrot), Pyrus (pear) 
Cedrus (true cedars; not N. American 

white cedar), Juniperus, Pinus 
Cornus (dogwood) 
Lilium, Rosa 
Mentha, Thymus 


