
Flora of Australia 
The introductory volume of a new 'Flora of Australia' 
has been published. The book, planned to be the fore
runner of some 50 volumes describing all plant groups 
more complex than bacteria, was launched at the XIIIth 
International Botanical Congress in Sydney last August. 

T h e o n l y prev ious pub l i ca t ion attempt

i n g to c o v e r the flora o f the w h o l e c o n t i 

nen t appeared m o r e than 100 years a g o . 

R e m a r k a b l y , G e o r g e B e n t h a m , w h o s e 

s even -vo lume 'F lora Aust ra l iens is ' c a m e 

o u t over the pe r iod 1 8 6 3 - 7 8 , never c a m e 

to Austral ia . 

B y c o n s u l t i n g plant c o l l e c t i o n s i n E n g 

land and F rance , as we l l as s p e c i m e n s 

lent f rom M e l b o u r n e , h e surveyed 8125 

spec ies f rom ' d o w n under ' — and d id so to 

s u c h g o o d effect that a f acs imi le ed i t i on o f 

h i s w o r k was p u b l i s h e d as recent ly as 

1967. 

S i n c e Ben tham ' s t ime , botanists have 

c o m p i l e d floras for every State and T e r 

ri tory e x c e p t Wes te rn Austra l ia , usual ly 

bas ing t h e m o n the 'F lo ra Aust ra l iens is ' . 

T h e idea o f a n e w nat ional 'F lora ' has 

b e e n aired for m o r e than 7 0 years, but t o o k 

material fo rm o n l y in 1973 , w h e n the F e d 

eral g o v e r n m e n t set u p a c o u n c i l that 

s p a w n e d , 5 years later, the Aus t ra l i an 

B i o l o g i c a l R e s o u r c e s Study, w h i c h initi

ated w o r k o n the n e w 'F lo ra ' in 1979 . 

N o m o d e r n author c o u l d emula te B e n 

tham's s ingle-handed feat. S o m e 18 0 0 0 

spec ies o f vascular plants — that is , ferns 

and their al l ies, together w i th flowering 

plants, con i fe r s , and o ther seed plants — 

are already k n o w n ; n e w research, and the 

addi t ion o f s impler plants s u c h as m o s s e s 

and fungi , c o u l d push the total to 25 0 0 0 . 

T h i s f igure i nc ludes , as d o e s the n e w 

'F lo ra ' , bo th native plants and those f rom 

overseas that have establ ished themselves 

in ou r landscapes . 

Chromosome numbers 

Botanis ts today have m u c h m o r e to say 

about e a c h plant, t o o , than in Ben tham ' s 

t ime. A l t h o u g h the 'F lora ' s ' descr ip t ions 

are to be , in scientific terms, c o n c i s e rather 

than m o n o g r a p h i c , they wi l l incorpora te 

up-to-date in format ion o n dis t r ibut ion ( in 

w o r d s and m a p s ) and, w h e r e p o s s i b l e , 

e c o l o g y and c h r o m o s o m e number s , in ad

d i t ion to the size and shape o f the plant 

and its parts. 

A l l these a c c o u n t s w i l l b e based o n 

Aust ra l ian s p e c i m e n s excep t where the 

authors have to l o o k farther afield to o b 

tain a satisfactory t a x o n o m i c v iew, as w h e n 

desc r ib ing the characterist ics o f g roups 

the size o f genera and famil ies . 

Bo tan i s t s t h r o u g h o u t Aus t ra l i a , and 

s o m e in other coun t r i es , have he lped the 

n e w 'F lora ' to germinate , and its g rowth 

wi l l d e p e n d o n the further efforts o f m a n y 

— probably several hundred — cont r ibu

tors, particularly in State herbaria, i n the 

nat ional He rba r ium Aust ra l iense ( w h i c h 

is adminis tered by the CSIRO D i v i s i o n s o f 

Plant Industry and Fores t Resea rch ) , and 

in universi t ies . 

C h o o s i n g a z o o l o g i c a l metaphor , the 

execu t ive editor o f the 'F lo ra ' , M r A l e x 

ander G e o r g e , remarks that the w o r k 'has 

had a l o n g gestat ion and a diff icult birth' , 

but that it const i tutes ' the m o s t exc i t i ng 

b o t a n i c a l p r o j e c t u n d e r t a k e n i n A u s 

tralia', w h o s e c o m p l e t i o n w i l l a m o u n t to 

'a m a j o r a c h i e v e m e n t o f na t iona l and 

in ternat ional c o - o p e r a t i o n ' . T h a t c o m 

p le t ion , the editors predict , is 2 0 years off. 

A t the outset , the 'F lo ra ' s ' Edi tor ia l 

C o m m i t t e e , cha i red by Sir Ru the r fo rd 

R o b e r t s o n , had to c h o o s e o n e f rom the 

var ious arrangements o f flowering plant 

famil ies p r o p o s e d by plant t axonomis t s . 

T h e C o m m i t t e e se lec ted the sys tem o f D r 

Ar thur Cronqu i s t o f the N e w Y o r k Botan 

ical Ga rden , and s o o n a l loca ted the A u s 

tralian famil ies to 4 6 v o l u m e s . 

Immed ia t e ly ins ide its front cove r , V o l 

u m e 1 o f the 'F lora ' lists the conten ts o f 

all the v o l u m e s p lanned so far. T h e first 

fo rms the in t roduc t ion to the w o r k ; n u m 

bers 2 - 4 7 w i l l c o v e r the flowering plants; 

V o l u m e 4 8 w i l l d e s c r i b e the g y m n o -

sperms (conifers and other non - f lower ing 

seed plants) and pter idophytes (ferns and 

their re la t ives ) ; and the s imp le r , n o n 

vascular , p lants w i l l feature i n subse 

quent i ssues . 

C o n v e r s e l y and conven ien t ly , an i n d e x 

ins ide the b a c k c o v e r o f V o l u m e 1 enables 

y o u to l o o k u p a f l ower ing plant family 

and see w h i c h v o l u m e it w i l l appear in . 

Spring flowers on a granitic slope in Western Australia. 

18 



T h e v o l u m e s wi l l b e pub l i shed n o t in 
numer i ca l order, but as they are f inished. 
T h e earliest w i l l b e those that treat w e l l -
k n o w n famil ies o r w h o s e authors are i m 
m e d i a t e l y ava i l ab l e for the n e c e s s a r y 
research. 

T h e Aust ra l ian G o v e r n m e n t Pub l i sh 
ing Serv ice has p r o d u c e d a leaflet l i s t ing 
14 v o l u m e s expected relatively s o o n : these 
wi l l desc r ibe 88 o f Austra l ia ' s 2 3 7 fami
l ies o f f l ower ing plants in full and t w o 
others in part ( i n c l u d i n g the eucalypts , 
f igs , p inks , mis t le toes , and grass-trees), as 
w e l l a s t h e g y m n o s p e r m s a n d 
pter idophytes . 

Reg ion c o v e r e d 

T h e 'F lo ra ' w i l l e n c o m p a s s the ent ire 
vegeta t ion o f all the Aust ra l ian States and 
Ter r i to r ies , nearby offshore is lands, and 
M a c q u a r i e Is land. O the r territories ad
min i s t e r ed by Aus t ra l i a , s u c h as L o r d 
H o w e Is land and Chr is tmas Is land, w i l l 
b e m e n t i o n e d w h e r e they c o m e wi th in the 
range o f spec ies i n c l u d e d in the w o r k , but 
w i l l o therwise b e e x c l u d e d . T h e edi tors 
h o p e eventua l ly to pub l i sh a flora o f these 
territories as a separate v o l u m e . 

W h e n the 'F lora ' is c o m p l e t e , its keys 
shou ld enab le y o u to identify any spec ies , 
a l though s o m e familiarity wi th plants wi l l 
inevitably increase your c h a n c e o f suc 
cess . T h e w o r k c l a ims to b e ' de s igned for 
use b y pe rsons w i th s o m e bo tan ica l k n o w 
ledge ' ; just h o w m u c h wi l l b e required for 
ident i f icat ion may b e gauged f rom exist
i ng floras and f rom the in t roductory key 
(to f l ower ing plant famil ies) i n c l u d e d in 
V o l u m e 1. 

T h i s key w a s d e v e l o p e d by D r T r e v o r 
Clifford o f the Univers i ty o f Q u e e n s l a n d 
f rom o n e that he and M r s G w e n L u d l o w 
p r o d u c e d in 1978 for the famil ies and gen 
era o f Q u e e n s l a n d ' s f l ower ing plants. It 
has the m o d e r n , c lear format o f short , 
n u m b e r e d ques t ions — in contrast to , say, 
the l o q u a c i o u s keys o f B lack ' s 'F lo ra o f 
S o u t h Australia ' , c o m p i l e d m o r e than half 
a century a g o . 

U n l i k e the keys in o l d floras, D r Clif
ford ' s makes great use o f relatively c o n 
s p i c u o u s c h a r a c t e r s t h a t t h e f i e l d 
naturalist c a n readily examine . 

V o l u m e 1 sets the scene for the rest o f 
the w o r k . After a short in t roduc t ion c o m e 
three chapters o n the history o f the pro
jec t , the evo lu t i on o f Austral ia 's plants, 
and the c lass i f ica t ion system used in the 
'F lo ra ' . T h e n f o l l o w D r Cl i f ford 's key to 

Part o f a page f rom V o l u m e 29 , which is 
devo ted to Solanaceae , the family to 
which pota toes and tomatoes be long . 

f l o w e r i n g plant fami l ies , an i l lustrated 
glossary, and a br ief index . 

T h e v o l u m e is illustrated by a handful 
o f pho tog raphs ; the c o l o u r e d o n e s dep ic t 
the floral e m b l e m s o f all the States and 
Terr i tor ies and Acacia pycnantha o r g o l d e n 
wa t t l e , the u n o f f i c i a l e m b l e m o f the 
nation, and three contrasting habitats. T h e 
CSIRO D i v i s i o n o f C o m p u t i n g R e s e a r c h 
had a hand in the b o o k ' s p roduc t ion , c o n 
tr ibuting typesett ing facil i t ies. 

Theo r i e s o f evolution 

D r Bryan Ba r low , head o f the major uni t 
o f He rba r ium Aust ra l iense , loca ted in the 
CSIRO D i v i s i o n o f Plant Industry in Can
berra, wro te the chapter o n the or ig ins and 
evo lu t i on o f Austra l ia ' s f l ower ing plants. 

H e descr ibes the 19 th -cen tu ry ' inva
s i o n theory ' (that the Aust ra l ian r e g i o n 
w a s c o l o n i z e d by plants that t ravel led 
cons ide rab le dis tances over seas or ' l and 
br idges ' to b e c o m e establ ished in an i so 
lated con t inen t ) and the e n o r m o u s impac t 
subsequent ly m a d e by g e o l o g y ' s theory o f 
plate t ec ton ics . 

Botanis ts n o w be l ieve that f l ower ing 
plants or ig inated l o n g before the super-
con t inen t s split and drifted apart. O u r ear
liest flora probably spread across Australia 
a l o n g several routes , i n c l u d i n g a subtrop
ical path f rom Afr ica via India , and a tem
pera te pa th f r o m S o u t h A m e r i c a v i a 
Antarc t ica , at a t ime w h e n all these land 
masses were o n e . (Ecos 24 d i scussed the 
o r ig ins o f Aust ra l ian rainforest in s o m e 
detail .) 

T h i s flora then diversif ied as the c l i 
mate b e c a m e c o o l e r , l oca l l y drier, and 
m o r e seasonal . After split t ing f rom A n 
tarctica, ou r con t inen t was isolated for 
perhaps 3 0 m i l l i o n years w h i l e it s l id 
s l o w l y nor thwards , until it c o l l i d e d w i th 

the Sunda land plate, b r ing ing t w o r i ch 
f loras, the Aust ra l ian and I n d o - M a l a y a n , 
in to contac t . W i t h the f ence d o w n , plants 
spread bo th ways , Austra l ia ga in ing the 
larger n u m b e r o f immigran t spec ies . 

D r B a r l o w inc ludes sec t ions o n the h is 
tory and e c o l o g i c a l s ign i f i cance o f T o r r e s 
and Bass Straits, o n those spectacular 
genera Eucalyptus (more than 500 spec ies , 
all but about 10 e n d e m i c to Austra l ia) and 
Acacia (about 835 spec ies ) , o n the arid 
z o n e , and o n the n e e d for conserva t ion . 

A n o t h e r m e m b e r o f t he H e r b a r i u m 
A u s t r a l i e n s e staff, D r A n d r e w K a n i s , 
cont r ibutes a chapter o n t a x o n o m y , pay
ing particular attention to the Cronqu i s t 
system, and M r G e o r g e tells the his tory o f 
the 'F lo ra o f Aust ra l ia ' , f r om a p roposa l in 
1907 to the Federa l g o v e r n m e n t ' s formal 
a n n o u n c e m e n t in 1979 that the pro jec t 
was under way . 

D r A l i s o n M c C u s k e r , ac t ing director o f 
the Bureau o f F lo ra and Fauna , w h i c h c o 
ordinates the projec t , c o m p i l e d the g l o s 
sary, incorpora t ing 25 pages o f explana
t ions o f bo tan ica l terms. A further 4 pages 
o f c lear l ine d iagrams, by D r H e l e n H e w -
s o n o f the Bureau , i l lustrate the m a i n 
terms u sed to desc r ibe , for e x a m p l e , leaf 
shape and the p l a c e n t a t i o n o f o v u l e s . 
Fu tu r e v o l u m e s w i l l i n c l u d e e x p l a n a 
t ions o f further t echn ica l terms that c r o p 
up . 

John Seymour 

' F lo ra o f Austra l ia : V o l u m e 1, In t roduc 
t ion ' m a y be ob ta ined f rom Aus t ra l i an 
G o v e r n m e n t P u b l i s h i n g S e r v i c e b o o k 
shops o r f rom A G P S M a i l Orde r Sales , 
B o x 84 , P . O . , Canberra , A . C . T . , 2 6 0 0 , for 
$ 1 2 . 5 0 (hard c o v e r ) o r $ 9 . 5 0 (soft) . F o r 
pos tage and pack ing add $3 (hard) or $1 
(soft) . 
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1. Anthocercis viscosa R. Br., Prodr. 448 (1810) 

T: King George Sound, W.A., R. Brown s.n.; syn: BM. 

Erect, sometimes spreading or straggling shrub to 3 m, pubescent with glandular 
hairs; branches viscid. Leaves obovate to ovate, almost sessile, 20-60 mm long, 
usually 10-30 mm wide, minutely semilate-crenulate, viscid. Inflorescence cyme-like, 
1-3-flowered, pedunculate; pedicels 5-15 mm long. Calyx 3-15 mm long. Corolla 
20-48 mm long, white to creamy-white, the striations green or purplish; lobes ovate-
triangular to linear, 12-25 mm long, sometimes with pale purple streaks. Stamens 
4.5-12.5 mm long. Capsule ovoid to ellipsoid, acute or apiculate, 8-19 mm long. 
Seeds 1.8-3 mm long. Sticky Tailflower. 

Endemic in W.A. along the southern coastline westwards from Cape Arid. Always 
associated with granite outcrops. Suspected of poisoning stock. There are two 
subspecies. 

Corolla-lobes 1.5-2.5 times longer than wide and less than 1.5 times as 

long as corolla-tube la. subsp. viscosa 

Corolla-lobes 3-5 times longer than wide and usually twice as long as 
corolla-tube lb . subsp. caudata 


