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The richness of the Ceylon Flora and its s~gnificance 
to asiatic botany are well known. Fosberg (l969), the 

1 doyen of island floras, makes this relevant acknowledge- 
ment: "Scientifically the Ceylon Flora is one of the 
most important in the tropics. Ceylon is the type locality 

/ of a great many of the wide-spread plants of the 
tropics, and the original home of some of them. 
It is a complex flora, including the majority of the 
families of plants, and is of great phytogeographic 
importance." Comments such as Fosberg's are 
not without foundation. Phylogenetically, the Ceylon 
Flora exemplifies quite a few of the more primitive 
families, e.g. the Magnoliaceae, Ranunculaceae 
and Dilleniaceae. Besides, because of its 
former geological connections with the Indian malnland 
and the Malaysian Peninsula, the island bears a 
flora which shows close affinities with that of these 
asiatic regions. The most significant feature, perhaps, 
of this flora is its relatively high degree of endemism - 
24 % (Peers, 1976) -which gives it a decided richness 
"probably greater than that of the Indian Peninsula 
of the same area." (Trimen, 1885). This feature, 
coupled with its species diversity of 0.12 (Good, 1969) 
rzlative to its surface area, imparts to the Ceylon 
Flora the distinctive mark of individuality and naturalness. 

Such features of rare interest invariably offer the 
botanist a wide scope for research in the Ceylon Flora. 
The account that follows evaluates the consequent 
attempts made during a long historical period of 
botanical endeavour in the country. 

Early attempts 

Already during the Dutch occupation of the island 
Paul Hermann, a physician of the Dutch East India 
Company, began the first investigations into the Ceylon 
Flora. His collections, chiefly from the coastal regions, 
accumulated into a bound herbarium of 4 volumes and 
inspired Hermann to publish it (1717) as the Museum 
Zeylanicum. Many years later Hermann's herbarium 
reached Carl Linnaeus who used it (1747) as the basis 
of his Flora Zeylanica. The publication gave Ceylon 
the singular honour of having its first Flora written by 
the renowned Swedish botanist himself! A few of 
these plants described by Linnaeus in the Flora Zeylanica 
were later documented as types of his species listed 
(175 3) in the Species Plantarum. 

Such early attempts at  the study of the Ceylon Flora 
were necessarily very circumscribed; and the vast 
range of its complexity had yet to be discovered. 

and Taxonomy - a survey 

Later attempts 

These may be considered to have been confined to the 
early phase of British colonialism m the country. 
They wsre, therefore, entirely illustrative of British 
endeavour of the nineteenth century. At the time 
the natural environment (except where British plantations 
had taken over the land) was as yet largely 
undisturbed and the indigenous plants faced little danger 
of ext~nction or of restricted distribution. The setting, 
therefore, was ideal for original research and 
inspired dedicated work as exemplified by the efforts 
of the first band of botanists from England. 
These really set the pace of interested research and 
exposed to the scientific world the floristic wealth of the 
colony. 

The colonial botanists first set about the task of 
exploration. The sampling collections from the field 
helped to build up the original herbarium on which 
future research was to be based. Pioneer 
collectors from Moon, Walker and Gardner to 
Thwaites and Trimen made tours into various parts of 
the country and depos~ted their collections in the 
iierbxium at  Peradeniya . These specimens formed 
the nucleus of the C .  P. (Ceylon Plants) Collections 
which still form the better part of the National Herbarium. 
Unfortunately, such collections reveal one drawback. 
By modern standards they were not adequatelydocumented. 

Initially research by the early British botanists was 
slight and did not go beyond the preparation 
ofalistofplants and of someisolatedpapersforpublication. 
This was reflected in the work of Alexander Moon 
and George Gardner. Moon built up a fairly large 
herbarium at Peradeniya and his work could only 
produce (1 824) A catalogue of the indigenous and exotic 
plants in Ceylon. Gardner, however, showed 
a more sc~entific bent of mind. His investigations 
brought out real, floristic data which he published 
(1845-47) as Contributions towards a Flora of Ceylon. 

In successive years more tangible progress attended 
resoarch by these pioneer botanists. There was, in fact, 
an increased tempo of taxonomic activity with the arrival 
of more qualified men like G. H. K. Thwaites. 
An academic training helped Thwaites to produce research 
of quality. He made extensive tours in the country 
and with his systematic acumen put order into the 
various C.P. collections. Aided by original 
obstrvations in the field he closely studied the flora as 
represented in these collections. Finally he published 
(1858-64) this wide knowledge in his Enumeration 
plantarum Zeylanine. For its time this was acknowledged 



to be a somprchansive and insden flora of a :r~picai 
country. I11 this work, b~sides, Thjvaites .establisi~ed 
his rep~ltation as a taxonomist of merit by his 
creation of 37 endemic genera and about a double of 
the number of endemic species. He recognized in 
addition, a num.ber of varieties namiag them only by 
Grcak symbols. Though some of these species have 
been transferred to   no re appropriate genera most 
of the111 are valid even today. Modern taxonomy laas 
con,lirn~ed 111s taxonomic jud.g:-ments by recog~~iz i~ ig  his 
varieties not o111y as valid new taxa but even as 
worthy of bcing raised t o  specific rank! 

Thc more prolific taxollornic activity, however, 
oC tho ni~zeteenth century coincided with the research, 
of lienry Trimen, successor of TJlwaites as director of the 
Peradeniya Gardens. Trimen augmented the collections 
of tlze Peradeniya Herbarium aizd id.entified much 
of this material. Consequent on his field observations 
a i d  laboratory dissections he published a series of 
separate, well documented papers on the Flora of the 
country. One which especially showed the depth of his 
comprehension of the indigenous flora was (1885) 
Ren~arlcs on the coi7?110sitioi~, afitzities ti17d origitz 
oj' the Ceylorz Flora. ln keeping with the lioristic 
lraditions of t  he nineteeiltll century Trinlen finally produced 
(1893-1900) a national i'lora - A H~i7&00li to ilze 
Horu of Ceylon.. The scientific world. claimed tllis 
LO be tile :linest production of its time of  a tropicaL flora. 
On its part tlle v o l ~ ~ r n i n o ~ ~ s  publicatio~l ( 5  Parts) 
proved that Ceylon ailgiosperm taxonolny was in a 
progressive state of investigation. 

Till recently, Trimen's opus lnagriu~lz remained the 
atanda.rd. refereilce 011. the plauts of Ceylon, 
I t  transforil~ed our early knowledge of the indigerlous 
p l a ~ ~ l s  and. miglll justly be called a .magisterial work. 
Its 5 parts aloae speak of a broad spectrum of 
kl~owledge rcprzsecllative of 192 families. At thc end 
01' ~ h c  nineteenth century Trinleu's Flora inarked u 
significant progress in laxon.omic' research. 

S L L C ~  elh'olls of tlle laller half of the ninetcntli 
cenlluy went to l n a k ~  the great pcrlod of enl~ghteuilluent 
in Ceylon syalemalics; aud Thwa~tes and Tldnae~~ werc 
11s ch~ef  arclzi tecls. 

Tllc beginning ol' t1.r.e twentieth centt~ry set a 
Busthcr stage in Ceylon systemat.ics. This bega~i with tlie 
appointment of .i, C, Will~s as Director of thePeradeniya 
Gasdens, after the demise ofYrimen,Willjs actually initiated 
a diiferent elllphasis in research. in the indigeno 1.1s 
llora as Ize realized that FOI this pericd the  Ceylon Flora 
was s~~ficient ly investigated. into. However, he only 
reassessed (1911) the syste~natics and n o m e n c l a t ~ ~ ~ e  im 
Trimen's Flora and t l~en  directed the major thrust 
of his research to studying some of tlze deeper 
aspects ofthis flora such asits elldeillisln and biosystematics. 
I-1e tlzus produced (1 915) an original study or  tlae 
Ceylon endeinics. This was to prove useful later in 
developing his owl1 theory (1922) on the distributio~l 
of indigenous plauts. 

Dzria3 Wgilis' tenure of swvicc rcsearcll in Ceylon 
systelvatics led to the establishment of the first 
scientific journai. This was the Ani?als of :lze Royal 
Bota17ic Garclefis, Pe~.ac/ei~ij)a. Lt s first issue appearcd 
i n  June 1901 under Willis' edilorship and provided a n  
outlet for better taxonomic work. Willis himself 
led the initiative by producing (1902) the .first rnoliograpl1 
of a plant group of Ceylon in which. Ize addcd a 
new genus, Farmeria, to the long list of Ceylon 
e:ldamics. The work is a n  exainple of a critical 
mor:.ograpliic study. 

Tlze foregoing period of research spanrrcd an 
eildcavour of remarkable achievenzcn~. 11 lcd .to 
creating tile nucleus of a valuable herbariunl, and 
had produced two major recognized works 
Thwaites' Eiz~imeratio and Trirne~z's I;lortr. Tl~cse 
set the sound foundation for f ~ ~ r t h e r  systenzatlc 
rcsearch in the country. Suclz remarkable achievcnlcilt 
was ~nade  possible by Lhe pioneer Briiish botallists 
who well deserve a tribute oE praisc and. gratitude. 

The moder~i pel iod ol' Ceylon l'loristics mi;y be 
said to li.avc comizlenced ilbout ilae first quarter of t l~e  
twentieth century. Research in the first  ha l l '  oi' [ilia 
pcriod was a i ~ i ~ l l a ~ e d  largely by tlie efforts of tivo 
British botanists. Tile first of these was 'T. Petch, 
tile first to occupy the new post of Syslemat ic B o t a ~ ~ i b l  
ctT the Peradeniya Gardens. Petcll wo~ked on n fcw 
minor taxa of the flowering planis. I-lc did not 
accomplish much in this line as he turned his 
alientioil to the taxonomy of Ll1.e indigeno~is Tungi. 

The Inore active research of this period, hon~ever, 
was contjnued by the othcr B~~itisher, A.  6;. H. Alslo~!. 
!-lc: devoted his research to reassessing the status of 
scvcral genera and specics described in 'I:rirncn9s l'losa 
anci worked out improved lcejis to suit Ihe aclditiunal 
tnxa not recorded by Irimcn. Alston fiiially 
jn~orporated (1931) his findings in a Suppienzerzt to 
Li-it~zeiz's Handboolc to the Flora o j '  Cej)Io~z (Purl 61, 
tvitlzs his unrivalled knowledge of typification, Alstcpll 
introduced 204 nomenclatural c11ang.c~ ii? his 
SuppIei7~e1zt. Thro~lgil field tours Jle discovered qui!e 
a few new species and recorded a n~~n lbe r  of 
nalural.ized ones previously not known in the flora of 
Ceylon. Tlle S~cppleine~~t, t herefose, nia d.e 'Trimer!'s 
.Flora a more comprei~ensive work and rnslrked ti1.l receutly 
the last m?jor Laxonomicei~ierprisein the flora of Ceylo~l. 

Thc lo:~e Ceylonese taxo~~omist  of the perlo0 v 1x0 
produccd some original research was E. J. Llverd. 
l ie  made  ~lotablc revisions of a few taxa, thougls, oi!c, 
(1927) ill.- Aeginetiucene Llv faded to be recog~llred 
by contemporary taxonomy. Livera, l~o~veves, crcatcd 
a fev~, valld %enera sucb as Pluesiwztl~era (Aca~zlhaceac) 
and Petchin (Apocynaceae), and generally manlfcsted a 
penchclnt for o r ~ g ~ n a l  work. 

From tile 1930s activity in floristic and taxonon~ic 
research becam a respo~~sibiljty of the local 



botanists; and the only centre where such activity was 
continued was the National Herbarium of the Department 
of Agriculture. Unfortunately, priority in agricultural 
research had already gained ground in this department 
and interest in the indigenous plants suffered as a result. 

The years following the last war saw increasing 
international recognition of ecology dominating the 
field of botany. Kesearch in local rloristics and 
taxonomy, therzfore, failed t o  enthuse further interest 
in the country. This was reflected in the meagre output 
of invzstigations into the local plants during this period 

j notwithstanding the firm foundation laid by Trimen's 
Flora. For yaars the coll~ctions of the National 
Herbarium, for instancz, cantinued to reinain stagnant; 
and only sporddic work at Peradeniycl by J .  E. Senaratna 
pr~duced  occasional papers of notes. and observations 
chiefly on naturalized species. Subsequent, however, 
on an interest in the economic importance of grasses 
Senaratna produced (1956) a commendable monograph, 
Tlze Grasses ofCeylor2, which despite certain shortcomings 
marked a significant milestone in Ceylonese effort in 
taxonomy. 

What little ~nterest that yet lingered a t  the 
Department of Agiculture died down in the sixties. 
Amidst an atmosphere of taxonomic ~ndifference lone 
botanistsin this field had to carry on asisolatedindividuals. 
In spite of this handicap, D. M. A. Jayaweera did some 
original research (1963) in the genus Mussaenda 
(Rubiaceae). He followed this with a gradual revision 
of the Orchidaceae of Ceylon as a side interest to his 
duties as supsrintenden t of the Peradeniya Gardens. 
He completed the revision in manuscript forin for publi- 
cation in the Kevisecl Handboolc to the Flora oj  Ceylon 
(vol. 2, 1981).  

About the same time L. H. Cramer undertook 
research in the Flora of the Gaile District and completed 
(1968) this taxonomic study as a thesis for the Ph. D .  
degree. 

I t  is unfortunate that from the time research 
in plant taxonomy became entirely a national 
responsibility the then University of Ceylon undertook no 
major share in this task. This was partly attributable 
to ths rise of interest in ecology and to the lack of 
employment opportunities to  graduates with any 
specialization in plant taxonomy. However, the sole 
university botanist who accomplished some research 
in this field was B. A. Abeywickrama. His main 
contribution (1959) was A provisional check list of tlze 
floweringplants of Ceylon. This was a revised nomenclature 
for his time of the Ceylon plants, based chiefly on 

? 
Trimen's Flora and Alston's Supplement. I t  had, besides, 
the merit of having readjusted the out-dated status 
ofquitea few genera and species held by Trimen or Alston. 

I Till the late sixties Trimen's Flora continued to be 
the main source of information on our indigenous plants. 
Except for the workofthe Ceylonese botanists mentioned 
so far no other research in the indigenous plants, 
either of a monographic or revisionary nature, 

was produced. For thirty odd years, Ceylon taxonomy 
remained in somewhat of a backward state. By the late 
sixties, therefore, i t  became apparent that if the 
allied branches of botany had t o  profless in the 
country they needed the enlightening guidance of a revised 
Flora. But to  undertake the needed task the country 
lacked the resources either of competent personnel 
or of linance. 

It was in this context that in 1968 the University of 
Peradeniya requested the Smithsonian Institution of 
Washington t o  undertake the big task of revising 
Trimen's much out-dated Flora. The work got under 
way as the Flora o i  Ceylon Praject and was a joint 
venture of the Smithsonian Institution, the University 
of Ceylon and the Department of Agriculture. 
Except for work of the lour Ceylonese collaborators 
(two from the University of Ceylon) the revisionary 
research done was largely a combined effort of 
distinguished botanists from different countries abroad. 

The Revised Handbook to the Flora oJ'Ceylon represents 
somewhat of a new departure from Trimen's plan 
of presentation. According to modern standards, the 
nomenclature has been based on typification, 
the synonymy made more complete, while references 
to literature include citations to  monographs when these 
were available. An improved feature of the revision 
is the citation of specimens which clarifies the basis 
of the author's concept of species. Additional 
information on ecology is also provided. All 
these improvements give the Revised Handbook the 
format of a modern, research Flora, a good example, 
perhaps, of van Steenis' (1957) concept of a 
"creative" regional Flora. 

The general presentation of' the Revised Handbook 
is good, though the standard of each revision 
varies according to the experience of the author. 
Variations in the style of  writing indicate a certain 
freedom by the various authors within a set of prescribed 
guide-lines. There has been, therefore, no rigid 
editorial control as has been maintained for large 
Floras such as the Flora Europea. 

The research accomplished in this work has been 
considerable, taking count of only the extensive tours and 
collections made over a period of eleven years 
(1968-1979). The final production, though still 
incomplete, has carried the progress of Sri Lanka Botany 
beyond limits not realized before, and will remain for many 
years to come the most advanced study of the native 
flora of the country. 

The future prospect 
, \ 

The work of the Flora of Ceylon Project marks one 
of the glorious chapters in the history of botanical 
research in the country. The Revised Handbook itself 
(presently out in 3 volumes) does not seal the end of 
further research in Sri Lankan floristics and taxonomy. 
Additional headway remains to  be made in this area if 
botanical science is to  continue the search for more 
information o n  ou r  plantc. 



Research on 53 families, for instance, yet remain t o  be 
clone -for the dievised I$uizdbook including data., on large 
I'kt~nilie~ such as the Acanthaceae and some major tribes 
of a few others such as the R~ibiaceae and Legurnilaosae. 
And among the family treatments published or yet, to be 
~sublished one still has to clarify soizle d.iEcult points 
in concepts in specific delirnitatioa:, given the complex 
range of variation in many of our tropical species. 
Critical analysis still remains to be done rega.rding 
the validity of the separation of such allied species as 
Lirnnoplzitu uq~iatica (Roxb.) Alston and L. inc!zca (L.) 
Druce, or of such allied genera as Coleus Lour. and 
Plectranthu~ .L' Herit. The mature experience of van 
Steenis has led him to consider (1957) "specific delirnitatic.~ 
as the basis of all taxonomy and the corzditio sine yLru 
ilon for the exactness of lhe status of all higher 
categories ." 

District Floras form an additional need in the botany 
of Ceylon, particularly in the context of new universities 
in different provinces of the country. VIiritten 
up in Lhe nature of Colicise Floras these could provide 
much ecological information particularly with 
regard to the rdstricted distribution of the local endemics, 
They serve a useful guide to schools and uaiversities; 
and their compilation could prove to be a practical 
means of harnessing undergraduate talent in learning 
the ~nechanics of flora writing. The only close approach 
to such a Flora is Alston's (1938) TheKalzdy Flora which 
~ircumscribes, however, only alimited area of Kandy 
and its environs. District Floras covering such vul~~erablc 
eco-systems as the Peak Wildesness, Horton Plains and 
Sillharaja Forest will broaden the basis for any future 
revisioil of the flora of Sri Lanka. 

Ceylon floristics will co~lt i~lue to provide yet betler 
opportunities for research if systematic studies are 
broadened to include serious .monographic work. 
Such attempts sliould be a follow-up of the general f!ouis~jc 
work done so far. The only monographs published 
so far have been very few - (Willis, 1902; Livera, 
1924; Senaratna, 1956; Jayaweera, 1963; Cramer, 1978) 
If naore such lnon~graphic work had been done in the 
past, this would. have rendered the revision of the 
Ceyloil Flora a Jess diff~cult task. Many genera 
in our flora, for instance, need to be reassessed 
tlarough monographic studies. As sampling exarriples 
mention may be rnade of Nedyotis and Qfcie~alurzdia in 
the Rubiaceae, J~isticia and Strobilui~thes jn the 
Ac:tnthaceae, Glochic!iorz in the Euphorbiaceae and 
Du~llvobiufiz in the Orchidaceae. 

iduch additional work, therefore, still allends ihe 
a.ftermath of the Flora of Ceylon Project. - 1 his could be attained through a new approach 
to the conduct of sys temalic botany. The basic climate 
fur  this has been well initiated by ths recent work in ~11e 
country of elnillent taxonomists such as A. G. M. 
Ksstermans, E. .I. 13. Corner, T. Koyama and 
N. Moldenke, col1abo~-ators of the Iecent flora project. 
Furtl-ier, there are additional coiicctions of a vast 
range of weli-ciocume~ited authentic material deposited 
in the National Herbarium, and, not the least, the 
volumes of a modern, research flora based on 'Trimen's 
Handbook. 

Fsrtunate circumstasces of the kind Enve 3ro1agh.t 
about a c~lniulative ii~fluence on the  Sri Lfinkan 
sccne in floristics and taxonomy. Amidst illis slinrale 
and the present treilds of fundamental research in the 
country it is ill) to the universities to explore 
:he yet untried aspects of Sri .Lankan systematics. 
I'here is, in fact, in certain oEtIic new universidlcs 
an awareness of this nced. torch of in te~es l  hss lo 
be set ablaze so that in our future methodslogy 
ail advance inight be made towards the Inore 
rtloderil aspects of taxonomy such as numesicel laxouomy, 
biochemical systenaatics and azicromolecular syil en~atics. 
Tlae universities might even envisage for thc distanl 
future the use of the SEM as a routine tool 
in their taxononlic laboratories. 

Priority for more floristic research in tlle ~uuutr'y 
is  all the nlore imperative given the alarnlilzg 
rilte of destruction of both known and unknown plant 
resources. Before long taxonomy mighl not have the 
requisite inalerial for furthering research in the 
uncomlnon indigenous species and in those which are 01 
doubtful status. This research should be enlarged lo 
include population studies, reproductive biology slid 
patterns of dispersal and distribution. 

Tlae pace of iloristic and taxonoillic research, 
1 herefore, has to be increased before furlher 
dcstruclion of tlae natural environment c o ~ ~ l d  Lakc place. 
Tlae danger of extinction of species before appropriaic 
investigations presents a constant tlireat lo laxoaolnic 
research in Sri Lanka: and it  is through continsled aciiviCy 
in lhis field that systclnatic botany could provide bollr 
the vital infornlation the country requires on uur  
indigenous plants, alld Lhc necessary precond~tions i'or 
resource and conservation action. 
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