
       THE ORCHID KEIKI 

April 2022 

  VOL. 10 (10) 

Newsletter of the Virginia Orchid Society 
www.vaorchidsociety.org 

 

 

 

1 

“Evolution of LED lighting and Orchids” - Part 2 
A Follow-up Zoom Video Presentation by Kelly McCracken of  

High Desert Orchids - https://highdesertorchids.com 
 

Sunday, April 24 from 1 pm. to 5 pm.:  Presentation at 2 pm. 
Belmont Recreation Center 

 

This presentation is the sequel to her first presentation at last month’s meeting.  
The second part of our meeting will be a presentation by Robert Rand describing 
the Photon Application for measuring light, an app that was recommended by 
Kelly last month.   
  

There are three modes of measurement that Photone supplies for free. The  
application requires a monthly or yearly license fee to unlock more functionality 
such as measuring the color temperature of a light source. Robert’s presentation 
will discuss the three modes of measurement and how they correspond to  
recommended light levels from various informational sources such as AOS and 
Kelly.  I also will cover the difference between using point light sources (work 
light) versus light bars such as the Barina.  Each light set up is different and I will 
discuss ways to approach evaluating your own. This can serve as a basis to chose 
modifications to better suit growing needs. 

 

From the Photone website:  “Take the guesswork out of grow lighting! Measure PAR / PPFD, lux, fc, and  
kelvin: All within the most accurate light meter app out there.  Setting up your plants' optimal lighting is not 
easy, if not impossible without a proper PAR /PPFD plant light meter. Calculating your indoor garden's daily 
light integral (DLI) to match your plants’ needs allows you to optimize your lighting for maximal growth and 
blooming at minimal electricity consumption.  Our Photone grow light meter app measures photosynthetically 
active radiation (PAR) as PPFD in µmol/m²/s, calculates the daily light integral (DLI) in mol/m²/d, and 
measures illuminance in foot-candles or Lux. It also allows you to measure light temperature in Kelvin which 
can help you determine if a light is suitable for fruiting and flowering or for vegetative growth.” 

 



   President’s Message 
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Show Co-Chairs   

 

Dear VOS Members: 
 
I trust everyone had a wonderful holiday weekend!! The VOS 
show chairs have debriefed the show and will meet with LGBG 
later this month. We are looking forwarded to having LGBG host 
our show again next year. We have several new members as a 
result of the show – so please welcome them to the in-person 
meeting on April 24 at the Belmont Recreational Center. There 
will also be a Zoom option for those who are not able to join us  
in person – the link will be sent out closer to the meeting date.  
 
Our VOS Board is active and engaging to provide the Society 
with orchid experiences and learning opportunities throughout 
our calendar year (Sept-May). However, volunteers are the key  
to making our organization work – we need you!! If you are    
interested in serving on the Board or helping on a committee, 
please reach out to myself or someone else on the Board to      
express your interest. YOU are the best part of this Society!! 

 

Sincerely, 
 

Donna 

 

Our Meeting Location!  

Belmont Recreation Center  
1600 Hilliard Road 

Richmond, VA  23228  
 

Covid-19 Compliance:  Currently Belmont has no covid-19 restrictions.  Thank you 
for helping us maintain the health and safety of our members, but please do not come if you 
feel ill.   And respect Belmont’s rule that no money (cash, check, or charge) is permitted to 
change hands while on Belmont property. 
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Photo by Donna Poland 

 

Call for Blooming Orchids 
 

Blue Ridge Orchid Society will have an orchid show "Orchids in the Square" in Roanoke on April 29-30 with 
the set up day on Thursday, April 28th. VOS was invited to participate. We think it is important to support a 
sister-society, considering that they did the same thing for us by setting up a lovely display at our show. 
 
Irina Neverova and Sue Fulghum have agreed to drive to Roanoke and set up VOS display. All we need now 
are blooming orchids. As always, you may think that the orchid you have is not award worthy, but it can be just 

the right plant for the display - and award worthy all together! 
Ideally we would like to collect your blooming plants at our VOS 
meeting on Sunday, April 24th. If you can't attend the meeting  
but have a blooming orchid, please, contact Irina Neverova 
(email: ineverova@yahoo.ca or call/text 804 536-7136) no later 
than Monday, April 25 with the name of the plant(s). Since it is an 
AOS judged show, we will need to register your plant(s). We also 
need to arrange times to pick up/drop off your plants. All plants 
have to be collected by Wednesday, April 27. 
 
We have a fun idea for the display design and looking forward to 
having blooming orchids to make a wonderful display. 
 
Irina and Sue  The VOS display at the Blue Ridge O.S. show in 2018 

 

Our Successful Show 

 

The VOS display received the top show trophy award  
as well as a Silver Certificate, scoring 88 points, for our 
outstanding display.  Achieving the Silver Certificate 
qualifies our display for consideration for the Walter Off 
Award for the Best Exhibit of the year 2022!  A very 
grateful thank you goes to the display committee. 
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Photographs from the  
VOS/AOS Judged Show 

Orchid Classics Display - Photo by Donna Poland 

Chadwick & Son Orchids Display - Photo by Cyndi Koe 

Orchid Enterprise Display - Photo by Cyndi Koe 

Blue Ridge Orchid Society Display - Photo by Donna Poland 

Photo by Cyndi Koe Photo by Cyndi Koe 
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 How Orchids Got Their Names - Part 1 
Carol Siegel 

 

Reprinted with permission from “Orchid Digest,” J-F-M 2014 
www.orchiddigest.org  All photos ©Ron Parsons. 

 
 

HOW IN THE WORLD did those who decide on multisyllabic, unpronounceable nightmares we call orchid names come 
to be? Why did they choose dead languages and incomprehensible words? Most of all, why did they spell them in such 
weird ways that even smart people make mistakes all the time? This is the story of how orchids got their very strange 
names and what they all mean. 
 

Why Did They Use Latin and Ancient Greek Names?    
 

Although today Latin and Ancient Greek are considered "dead" languages, from the Middle Ages to the 19th century, 
Latin was the common language of scientists and of the educated. All the scholars, patrons, noblemen, physicians, and 
writers communicated in the common language of Latin. Books, and especially scientific books, were written in Latin 
and then sometimes translated into the vernacular. A French scientist could understand a book written by a Spaniard or an 
Italian. It was the age of nationalism, and countries jealously guarded the position of their languages and their cultures. 
Latin, being "dead," did not arouse competition or jealousy and was acceptable to all. As new plants flooded into Europe 
from the New World, East Asia and the tropics in the 19th century, it became urgent to identify plants and to name them. 
As they passed from foreign lands to sea captains and merchants, from explorers to nurserymen, plants often lost their 
common names and local identities. They needed a system of naming that was universally understood, and Latin was the 
language already in place for that job.  
 

Ancient Greek was also used in naming. Romans had already borrowed from the Greeks, respecting and admiring their 
intellect and creativity. Names derived from the Greek were often given Latin suffixes and adjusted to have more Latin 
spelling. For example, the Greek Bulbophyllon was modified to Bulbophyllum because there is no "on" ending in Latin, 
only "um." The genus Aerangis was taken from the Greek "angos," transformed into a more Latin "angis," and combined 
with the Greek "aer" meaning "air" to make the Latinized Aerangis, "air vessel." Some species do have Greek endings 
like Cycnoches pentadactylon and Dendrobium stratiotes. Orchid names and all botanical and zoological names were a 
mixture of Latin and Greek. By general agreement, we call the scientific names "the Latin names," even when they are a 
mixture of Greek and Latin. We are familiar with many Latin and Greek words since they are the basis of so many  
English words. We know instinctively, for example, that Ascocentrum curvifolium will have curved leaves and that  
Polystachya inconspicua will have inconspicuous flowers. Latin and Greek were the natural choice.  
 

The majority of genera names are Latinized Greek (like "Epidendrum"), while only 25% of species names are. Of 1,250 
genus names studied, Greek was used as a basis for 68% while Latin was used as the basis for only 6%. On the other 
hand, Latin, not Greek, was overwhelmingly the preferred choice for species epithets. 
  

The largest group of generic names consists of two Greek words combined and Latinized. They frequently describe some 
notable morphological feature such as the shape of the leaves, flowers, stems, or color such as Grammatophyllum from 
the Greek words gramma meaning "letter" and phyllon meaning "leaf" for the dark markings on the leaf. Species are  
often formed from two words, too, like Grammatophyllum stapeliiflorum, from two words that mean "like a Stapelia 
flower."  
 

A few names, less than one percent, came from a native language like Japanese, Hindi, and Malayan. Vanda, for  
example, is an Indian word, Vanilla is from Spanish, and Angraecum is from the Malayan language. Foreign-derived 
words were often Latinized; Angraecum was originally anggurek but was Latinized with the Latin suffix "um." Some 
names came from a local language but were not changed to accommodate Latin grammar like Mormodes cozticochitl 
which means "yellow-flowering" in Nahautl, the Mexican Aztec language, or Mormodes tezontle which refers to the  
porous volcanic stone where the orchid often grows, in the same language. Similarly, the orchid Dracula vlad-tepes was 
derived from the Romanian language for Vlad III (Dracula) without change. 
 

Why Not Use the Common Names for Orchids? 
 

People in all countries have their own common, folk names for orchids. They are often names that tell of the plant's  
medicinal value or physical characteristics. Why didn't they just use the easy-to-say and easy-to-remember common 
name? The problem is that one plant may have many different names in different counties and countries, and the same 
name may refer to several different plants in different places. Anna Pavord, in her book on names, relates that in 1892, 
Nathanial Colgan of Dublin tried to pin down the exact identity of the plant they called "shamrock." He asked patriotic 
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Irishmen from 20 different counties in Ireland to send shamrocks, and he was flooded with plants. Some sent white clover; 
some sent red; some sent lesser trefoil; some sent spotted medick. Nobody sent wood sorrel, which in England is called 
"shamrock." There was need for some standardization to make sense of plant names. A flower like marsh marigold (Caltha 
palustris) had 60 common names in France, another 80 in Britain and at least 140 in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.  
 

With orchids, the situation was just as bad. Hubert Mayr, in his exhaustive and excellent Orchid Names and Their  
Meaning, notes that the small European mountain orchid Gymnadenia nigra had dozens of different common names across 
the world. In Germany, it had the following vernacular names—Blutblumlein, Bluttropfl, Brandle, Branderli, Bubenkrautl, 
Chamblumli, Schokoladeblumli, and Vaniullebliimli, to mention a few. There were also different vernacular names in 
French, Italian, and some Slavic languages. Having a unique name in a standard language was a real advantage if the  
orchid grew in more than one country and had different names in different languages. The function of a name is to  
distinguish it from other things that look similar and to recognize it as a genus or species of its own. 
  

A Swedish Gonorrhea Doctor Gives Orchids Two Names  
 

Scientists had been trying to figure out how to name plants for millennia. The man who, literally, wrote the book on plant 
classification was Pedanius Dioscorides (circa 40-90 AD). He was a Greek physician, botanist, and author of De Materia 
Medica, a five-volume encyclopedia about herbal medicine. For 1500 years, his book never left circulation and was  
available in Latin, Greek, and Arabic. Many physicians at the time were also botanists because so many medicines came 
from plants. Even today, one-third of all medicines are derived from plant material. Dioscorides believed in the Doctrine of 
Signatures, which stated that the Almighty put a stamp on every plant that indicated its use to mankind so that if something 
looked like a body part, it was good for curing that body part. Because of the resemblance of paired orchid tubers to  
testicles, for example, it would be good for curing diseases like impotence, infertility or venereal disease, according to  
Dioscorides. He classified plants according to their medicinal value to man. The Doctrine of Signatures is still believed to 
be true by some peasant populations around the world.  
 

Many botanists tried to devise a more modern classification system. John Ray (1627-1705) wrote an important book 
Methodus Plantarum which described the species as the ultimate taxonomic unit and used the terms "monocotyledon" and 
"dicotyledon" for the first time. His master work, Historia Plantarum, grouped 18,000 plants on the basis of one major  
characteristic like color, flower structure, or medicinal use. 
  

Anna Pavord notes that by the 18th century, plant names had become incredibly long, descriptive and unwieldy. A hoary 
plantain with ovate lanceolate leaves that were softly hairy with a cylindrical head and a smooth stem was actually called 
"Plantagofoliisovatolanceolatispubescentibusspicacylindica, scapotereti"! Something needed to be done to make names 
easier to remember and not as descriptive.  
 

It was Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778), a Swedish botanist and physician, who initiated a system that resulted in the plant being 
known all over the world as Plantago media. Linnaeus was not the most modest of men. He called his book, Species  
Plantarum, published in 1753, "the greatest achievement in the realm of science." A Professor of Medicine at the University 
of Uppsala, he had the supreme confidence to call his students his "apostles." He was vain enough to think he could  
prescribe to all what names should be used. He was fortunate to publish the right book at the right time. As Pavord  
proclaims, he, "with the ruthless efficiency of a computer program, imposed brisk two-module name tags on nearly 6,000 
plants." All told, in his lifetime, he named 12,000 plants.  
 

His was the binomial system of nomenclature using two names for plants, which was widely accepted. There had been a 
glory lily that was brought from the tropics to Europe. It was called Methonica to one nursery, Lilium zeylanicum  
superbum to another, and Mondoni to a third. Linnaeus declared that it should be called Gloriosa superba, and miraculously 
everyone agreed. His system was simple, mirroring the names that people in Europe are given. The family name, our last 
name, was the genus. Our Christian or first name was the species. Because of Latin grammatical conventions, the last name 
or genus was put first and the first name or species was put second.  
  

Linnaeus was not the first to use this system. The botanist Theophrastus, student of Aristotle in ancient Greece, used a  
similar system to distinguish different types of poppies as mekon e melaina, mekon e keratitis, and mekon e rhoias. Otto 
Brunfels and Leonhart Fuchs, the German fathers of botany writing in the 1500s, both randomly used two-part names from 
time to time. Linnaeus adopted 60 of the names Brunfels had published and 80 of those used by Fuchs. Botanists Andrea 
Cesalpino and Gaspard Bauhin also used the surname/Christian name system for plants. Linnaeus realized this system had 
the advantage of showing which group a plant belonged to and pinpointing its specific place in the group. 
 

Linnaeus gave the gift of standardization to botany and zoology, using a universal language with universal rules.  
Amazingly, with just the right timing, his system was universally adopted and is still used today. He standardized plant 
names, abolished synonyms, and introduced the concept that the earliest published name is the preferred one.  
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Linnaeus determined his categories of genus and species solely on the basis of floral parts—class was determined by  
stamens and order by pistils. This method placed very different plants in similar groupings, and taxonomists eventually 
abandoned the floral groupings in favor of methods proposed at different times by John Ray (1627-1705), Bernard de  
Jussieu (1699-1777), Augustin Pyramus de Candolle (1778-1841), Antoine L. de Jussieu (1748-1836), and others.  
Classification was set up by examining the entire plant.  
 

After much competition among nations, since 1867, the names that plants bear have been regulated by the International 
Code of Botanical Nomenclature. Today, at the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew, Professor Mark Chase (as of 2014) is 
the head of the Molecular Systematics Section which analyzes the DNA of plants and works out an evolutionary tree of 
life. They determined that the morphological approach to naming was sometimes incorrect and that the lotus should not be 
lumped with the water lily which it seems to resemble. Suddenly, orchid names we are familiar with like Cattleya (now 
Guarianthe) skinneri or Sophronitis (now Cattleya) coccinea are catapulted into new, sometimes unfamiliar, genera on the 
basis of DNA.  
 

With all the changes in names, sometimes the neophyte (and experienced) orchid lover can be confused and exasperated. 
Hubert Mayr gives comforting words when he proclaims: “So do not take it too seriously! As long as you do not intend to 
write scientific articles, the correct naming is not so important. As long as you and your friends know what you are  
talking about..., everything is okay.”  
 

Who Gets to Name the New Orchid? 
 

When a new genus or species is discovered, the first to describe the orchid gets to name it; this is not necessarily the man 
or woman who found or collected it. The description and name must be published in a reputable journal, and a specimen 
must be deposited in an herbarium (plant archive) to serve as the type or model for this particular orchid. The genus name 
is capitalized, the species name is not, and both are printed in italics. In the past, famous taxonomists like John Lindley 
(1799-1865), Carl Ludwig Blume (1796-1862), Robert Brown (1772-1858), and Gustave Reichenbach (1823-1889) 
named many orchids.  
 

The Meaning of Genera and Species Names 
 

Mayr notes that orchid names usually express one of these six things:  
 

 1.  A peculiarity of the plant  
 2. A statement about the habitat  
 3. A statement about the blooming time  
 4. A reference to a person connected to this or all orchids  
 5. A reference to a historic person  
 6. A reference to a mythic Roman or Greek figure or sometimes from other areas.  
 

Some names are even completely arbitrary and whimsical like the genus Aa, named to always be the first. There are  
anagrams like Sedirea which is just Aerides spelled backwards or Nidema which is just a rearranged Dinema. The  
International Code of Botanical Nomenclature requires very little beyond Latinization and states, "The name of a genus... 
may be taken from any source whatever and may even be composed in an absolutely arbitrary manner." 
  

Because an orchid will have two names, one for the genus and one for the species, there are two opportunities for meaning 
in every name. Sometimes, if the orchid genus and species both are named for individuals, like Cattleya mossiae, you get 
no information about the peculiarities of the plant itself. You do get information about two people associated with the 
flower, William Cattley who collected cattleyas and Mrs. Moss who bloomed the first of this species in cultivation. In the 
case of Laelia majalis (now Laelia speciosa), the genus is named for a Roman vestal virgin which gives us little  
information, and the species tells us it blooms in May. In the orchid Holcoglossum quasipinifolium, the genus name tells 
us that the flower has a tongue like a belt, and the species tells us it has leaves like a pine. There is no requirement that the 
orchid name make a lot of sense to us. Many of the namers of orchids left no explanation of what they meant to say. That 
being told, orchid names are usually not random and often contain a lot of meaning.  
 

A Peculiarity of the Plant - Color  
 

Orchid colors are often a striking feature, and the specific epithet (name of the species) sometimes denotes the color of the 
orchid or some part of it. Paphiopedilum concolor has a single color, Leptotes bicolor has two colors, Vanda tricolor has 
three colors, Platyrhiza quadricolor has four colors, and Dendrobium discolor has mixed colors. Broughtonia sanguinea is 
blood red, Phalaenopsis viridis is greenish, and Angraecum eburneum is ivory. Sometimes the species name refers to the 
color of the lip only like Cattleya purpurata with a purple lip or Cattleya sanguiloba with blood red lobes to the lip. In that 
vein, Aerangis luteoalba var. rhodosricta has red dots and Cymbidium erythrostylum has a red column. Some of the names 
that refer to color are rather inventive and difficult to figure out. Apricot-colored flowers like Paphiopedilum armeniacum 
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and Gongora armeniaca derive their names from the fact that armeniacus means "apricot-colored," the apricot being said 
to come from Armenia. The endings are spelled in different ways because orchid naming rules dictated that the endings 
had to agree in count, case and gender with the thing being described. 
  

Cattleya coccinea and the genus Coccineorchis come from the word for scarlet, but sometimes the reference to color is  
far-fetched. Masdevallia militaris (now Masdevallia coccinea) has nothing to do with the military. The name denotes that 
the dark red color of the orchid resembles the British military uniforms, the "redcoat" color of the tunic; the new name 
comes from scarlet as mentioned above. With Sudamerlycaste locusta, the orchid looks nothing like a locust, but it is as 
green as the insect. 
 

References to white flowers are similarly figurative. The snow-white Angraecum magdalenae refers to how spotlessly 
white Mary Magdalena was after Jesus forgave her sins. Dendrobium virgineum, too, derives its name from the spotless 
white condition of the Virgin Mary. The white flowers (albeit flushed with pink) of the orchids Lycaste virginalis and  
Isabella virginalis are also named for the Virgin Mary. The term parthenius refers to the virgin goddess Athena Parthenon, 
for whom the white Dendrobium parthenium was named.  
 

There were many different terms for describing the beautiful purple species—Paphiopedilum purpuratum, Orchis  
purpurea, Dactylorhiza purpurella, and Cattleya porphyroglossa. Because ancient Phoenicians produced purple dye, the 
purple Encyclia was called Encyclia phoenicea. Likewise, the purple Bifrenaria tyrianthina received its name because the 
ancient Phoenician city of Tyros was famous for its purple dyes produced from murex shells.  
 

Some of the color names are puzzling and sometimes wrong. The name of the Brazilian orchid Cyanaeorchis is often  
described as meaning "blue orchid" even though the flowers are yellow-green. Barbosa-Rodriguez got the name from  
Cyane, a Greek water nymph, alluding to the aquatic habitat of the plant and not the color at all.  
 

Cattleya purpurata incorrectly identifies this orchid as always being purple. We know that it occurs in many different  

Paphiopedilum concolor indicates a single color. Platyrhiza quadricolor is named for its four colors. 

Leptotes bicolor is named for its 
two colors. 

Cymbidium erythrostylum is 
named for its red column. 

Cattleya coccinea ‘Marsh Hallow’ 
is named for its scarlet color. 
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colors with the lip especially varying widely. When variations in a species are not great enough to initiate a completely 
new species, the genus and species are followed by "var." or "f." indicating a variety or different form of the orchid,  
different enough to mention. The catalogue of the nursery of Alvim Seidel of Corupa, Sta. Catarina, Brazil, lists 80  
different varieties (not accepted names taxonomically), mostly differing in color, for Cattleya purpurata. For example, the 
lip of C. purpurata var. cornea is meat-red, C. purpurata var. rosacereja is cherry-red, C. purpurata var. aco is steel blue,  
C. purpurata var. alba is white, and C. purpurata var. russeliana has a yellow throat. There are even subvarieties such as  
C. purpurata var. russeliana subvar. oculata which has yellow eyes in the throat.  
 

Orchids Named for What They Look Like 
 

Many species' names describe physical characteristics of the orchid or compare it to something else. For example,  
Psychopsis papilio notes its resemblance to a butterfly and Neottia nidusavis notes its resemblance to a bird's nest.  
 

An orchid can be compared to another plant or to a part of another plant as in Holcoglossum quasipinifolium (like pine 
needles). It can be compared to an animal as with Brassia arachnoidea (like a spider), Dendrobium taurinurn (like a bull 
horn) or Prosthechea vespa (like a wasp). Sometimes the comparison is to a mythic being or human as in Catasetum  
gnomus (like a gnome), Dracula vampira (like a vampire), or Dendrobium draconis and Disa draconis (like a dragon).  
 

Comparison may be to an object, too, like Cymbidium ensifolium (with leaves like a sword), Dendrochilum filiforme 
(thread-like), Myrmecophila tibicinis (flute-like) or Ophrys speculum (like a mirror). Other comparisons to things include 
Oncidium hastatum (like a lance), Dendrobium cucumerinum (like a cucumber) or Dendrophylax funalis (like a rope).  
 

Orchis purpurea is named for its 
beautiful purple color. 

Dracula vampire ‘Bela Lugosi’ 
FCC/AOS. 

Prosthechea cochleata is named for 
its shell-like form. 

Disa uniflora ‘Buff’ name indicates one flower, 
but it usually has more than one. 

Phalaenopsis sumatrana is named for the island Sumatra. 



 10 

 
Ancient Greek also provides the suffix -oides or  
-odes which also mean "like," as in Coelogyne 
lycastoides (like a lycaste), Encyclia oncidioides 
(like an oncidium), Ionopsis satyrioides (like a 
satyrium), or Stelis cypripedioides (like a  
cypripedium).  
 

The people who named orchids often noted its size 
in its species epithet. A huge phalaenopsis became 
Phalaenopsis gigantea, a big cattleya was called 
Cattleya maxima, and a cattleya with large flowers 
was called Cattleya grandis. Little orchids got their 
share of recognition. Both the genus and species of 
Erycina pusilla mean "tiny," and both Prosthechea 
pygmaea and Cattleya liliputana are clearly small. 
Trichocentrum nanum compares the orchid to a 
dwarf, and Cattleya pumila to a midget.  
 

The less imaginative would note some oddity of 
the bulbs, stems, leaves, inflorescence, flower, or 
lip that set this orchid apart from others. The shape 
of the bulb or stem is described in Arethusa bulbosa (bulbous), Bulbophyllum (bulbous leaf), Cynorkis (dog's testicles), 
Dactylorhiza (finger-like roots), and Herminium monorchis (only one bulb). The shape of the leaves, on the other hand, is 
clearly noted in Vanda falcata (sickle-shaped), Koellensteinia graminea (grass-like), Dactylorhiza maculata (spotted), and 
Dendrobium aphyllum (without leaves). The shape of the panicle or inflorescence is noted in Cattleya cernua (nodding), 
and Brassia arcuigera (carrying an arc). Flower and pollination organ shape determine the names of Angraecum pyriforme 
(pear-shaped), Brassia caudata (with a tail), and Telipogon (with a bearded end). Finally, the form of the lip is vividly  
memorialized in names like Paraphalaenopsis serpentilingua (snake tongue) and Prosthechea cochleata (shell-like). The 
fragrance of the orchid is noted in many orchid species names. Often, it is not very descriptive since fragrans just means 
"fragrant" without additional information as to how fragrant it is and what the fragrance is like. Some orchids with strong 
fragrance are called Aerides odorata, Prosthechea fragrans, and Diaphananthe fragrantissiina. Some of the species names 
refer to a specific fragrance like Dactylorhiza sambucina (like holly flowers), Bulbophyllum putidum (smells putrid), and 
Himantoglossum hircinum (stinks like a goat).  
 

Some orchids get a general name just meaning that they are pretty, which does not distinguish them very much from many 
other orchids. Examples of these are the genus Calanthe which means "nice blooming," and the species bellatus which 
means "beautiful," venustus which means lovely, and speciosus which means "distinguished."  
 

Sometimes, the descriptions are just wrong. Paphiopedilum micranthum does not have tiny flowers as its name implies but 
rather has a large flower in relation to the whole plant. It is thought that the description by Tang and Wang might have 
been for a specific plant with unusually small flowers. 
  

Wawra created the genus Eurystyles which means "broad column" which it does not have, and Cattleya maxima is not the 
largest cattleya and does not have the largest flower. (That is Cattleya warscewiczii according to Mayr.) Disa uniflora  
indicates that there is only one flower, but it usually produces more than one flower. Then there is Dendrobium anosmum 
which means "odorless" but, nonetheless, has an intense odor of rhubarb.  
 

Some of the names are hard to understand. People who named the plants often did not describe how they named the plants. 
Gomesa ranifera means "frog-carrying Gomesa," but the plant does not look like a frog but like little wasps. Aerides  
quinquevulnera means "Aerides with five wounds," but it takes a great deal of imagination to see wounds in this beautiful 
spotted orchid. Moreover, the flower they call Zygopetalum triste does not look sad at all but is really quite lovely.  
Finally, the birds referred to in Epidendrum avicula are really hard to see.  
 

Naming Orchids for Their Geographical Region  
 

A favorite method for naming orchids, especially species names, is to make a geographical or habitat reference to where 
they come from. They frequently have a suffix like –iensism, -ense, -ensis, -anus, -acus, -iacaor, -icus, or -ana.  
Occasionally, the name tells which continent the orchid is from like Ansellia africana. Sometimes, the name refers to a 
country as in Paphiopedilum philippinense (Philippines), Dichaea panamensis (Panama), Sedirea japonica (Japan), and 
Tolumnia haitiensis (Haiti). Knowing that, you would have little trouble figuring out where Hintonella mexicana comes 
from.  
 

Sedirea japonica is found in Japan. Polystachya zambesiaca is named after 
the Zambezi River in Africa. 
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Some orchids are named more specifically for the town they are associated with. Angraecum dauphinense grows near Fort 
Dauphin in Southern Madagascar, Masdevallia tovarensis is from Tovar in Venezuela, and Ophrys lutea subsp. galilaea is 
from the Galilee of the Bible. Their island or archipelago home is recognized in names like Ophrys kotschyi subsp. cretica 
(Crete), Phalaenopsis sumatrana (Sumatra), Vanda luzonica (Luzon in the Philippines), or Angraecum mauritianum 
(Mauritius Island).  
 
In addition, rivers are sometimes commemorated in orchid names like Polystachya zambesiaca (Zambezi River in Africa) 
or Paraphalaenopsis labukensis (Labuk River in Sabah). Other times mountain ranges give their names as in Cattleya 
acuensis (Acu Mountain in the Organ Mountains, Brazil) or Cypripedium himalaicum (Himalayas)  
 

Naming for Habitat 
 

Orchid names sometimes give information about the habitat where the orchid can be found. Such is the case with  
Polystachya vulcanica, and Oncidium vulcanicum, which grow on the slopes of volcanoes.  
 

Hammarbya paludosa is said to grow in the swamps, Oberonia marina by the sea, and Epidendrum lacustre near a lake. 
Similarly, the name Calanthe sylvatica indicates it grows in the forest, and Angraecum litorale notes that it grows on the 
coast near the beach. 
  

Sometimes, the name is misleading as with Epipactis dunensis and Anacamptis collina both of which grow on both dunes 
and hills. Polystachya adansoniae often grows on Adansonia, a succulent tree of Africa and Madagascar, but it also grows 
on other types of trees. Often, the name is not exactly accurate.  
 

Flowering time sometimes determines the name of the orchid as in Spiranthes vernalis (spring) and Laelia autumnalis 
(autumn). Dactylorhiza majalis blooms in May, and Pleione praecox blooms early. Finally, Aplectrum hyemale, which 
means winter, has a leaf which appears only in winter.  
 

Acknowledgement 
 

Many thanks to the brilliant and talented Ron Parsons who provided the beautiful images for this article. With generosity 
and patience, he also reviewed my article. I am most grateful to have his friendship and help.  
 

About the Author  
 

Carol Siegel, a retired English teacher and medical office manager, has been president and newsletter editor of the  
Greater Las Vegas Orchid Society for several years. She has spoken on 'The Sex Life of Orchids' at societies, museums, 
and universities around the country and has written articles on Nevada's native orchids in addition to many for the Orchid  
Digest. Carol leads groups of Clark County school children on tours of the Springs Preserve, a museum and nature center 
complex.  

Flowering time determined the name for Laelia autumnalis 
(autumn). 

Pleione praecox blooms early. 


