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Timeline of the principal changes of the features of Floras from the Renaissance onwards (examples are reported). A: scenario on a European level; B: scenario on 
an Italian level. The dotted line in part A indicates that it is difficult to establish a threshold after which the use of dichotomous keys became the standard in all 
Floras published recently: this process took place gradually over the first half of the XIX century, with the exception of the Flore Françoise, which appeared in 
1778.
It is useful to remember that, at least on the European level, the very first examples of dichotomous keys applied to the knowledge of the plant world are those 
published by Adam Zalužanský in 1592 in his Methodi herbariae libri tres, even if limited to very few critical cases (Hyacinthus, Narcissus, Lilium, Atriplex, Rumex 
etc.) and containing only a handful of species for each case, and overall the Tabulae Phytosophicae by Federico Cesi, dated 1617-1630, which obviously did not 
intend to illustrate the flora of a certain area, but were rather an attempt at analysing and classifying the diversity of morpho-functional adaptations of plants 
(Pignatti and Cipriani 2010; Griffing 2011). In the scheme here presented we tried to describe only the «mainstream» of the evolution of Floras throughout the 
centuries: bearing in mind that every period has its own precursors (Cesi for the dichotomous keys, 150 years later used by Lamarck, Lamarck for many analytical 
Floras of the subsequent century, Ray for attempting to treat all the species growing in a certain area by ordering them systematically, etc.) and further gaining of 
knowledge never progresses in a continuous and homogeneous way. Scientific discoveries take place at a certain moment in time, but their implications can be 
understood even much later on and not necessarily in the same country. The cultural heritage of the Renaissance and its geographical exploration surely contributed 
in shifting the interest in plants from the medical-pharmaceutical sphere to a more strictly botanical one and furthermore, this process contributed to the 
development of floristic studies (i.e. the plant in itself, with its particular features plus its environmental and geographical context, not the plant as a source of true or 
presumed therapeutic virtues – see e.g. Managlia et al. 2012).
To mark the birth of a systematic order that could be more or less commonly adopted in Floras we chose the year 1753, since the systematic studies by Linnaeus are 
recognized to be the most famous contribution of that century to taxonomic science, even if, in modern age, the first attempts to classify plant species in a clear and 
coherent scheme date back to Andrea Cesalpino, in the second half of XVI century (see e.g., Stace 1989 and von Engelhardt 2012 for further details). It is interesting 
to note that Linnaeus’ sexual system served both as a kind of classification and a tool used to determine the major groups of plants. This system (or at least part of it, 
particularly the classes, based on stamen number and arrangement) was widely used for a long time, in some cases as late as the 1990s (Svensk flora by Krok and 
Almquist, 26th ed.), and also in other countries (e.g. in Rostrup’s Flora). With the exception of the main key, dichotomous keys were gradually replacing polytomous 
ones. The fact that Linnaeus’ system was kept for so long may partly be due to simple admiration for Linnaeus himself, but also the distinctiveness of the 
alternatives and the ease of observation (e.g. either 2 or 3 stamens, no third possibilities) made his scheme attractive. All this may have delayed the introduction of 
strictly dichotomous keys.
It is good to remind that, up to the beginning of XVIII century, the term «flora» referred to both the spontaneous plants of a certain area and plants cultivated in 
private gardens and parks, therefore the Floras of the time could be dedicated to only one or both the aforementioned categories of plant species (see also Berrens 
2019).
We precise that in this scheme we followed Stace’s (1989) ideas, according to which Ray’s Synopsis Methodica Stirpium Britannicarum can be regarded as the very 
first English Flora, and probably the first one where the term is given its current meaning (species ordered systematically, aiming for the completeness of the species 
list); but other scholars (e.g. Frodin 2002) and Augustin-Pyramus de Candolle himself considered that the first modern Flora is Linnaeus’ Flora Lapponica (1737).
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1703
Flora Prussica

(J. Loesel)

1778
Flore Françoise

(J.-B. De Lamarck)
– ▪ –

First Flora equippedFirst Flora equipped
with dichotomous keyswith dichotomous keys

1883
Flora della provincia

di Bologna
(G. Cocconi)

1648
Flora Danica

(S. Paulli)
– ▪ –

First work in whose title First work in whose title 
floraflora  is intended in the is intended in the 

current sense (descriptive current sense (descriptive 
catalogue of the plants catalogue of the plants 

growing in a given area)growing in a given area)

Purely descriptive works, 
often presented as an 
illustrated herbarium, 

natural history essay or 
travel report of a scientific 

excursion; only the species 
useful for man are 

reported

Purely descriptive works, 
presented as a catalogue 
of the species observed in 
the territory, often with no 
distinction between native 
and cultivated ones; first 
attempts of systematic 
order; only the species 

useful for man are 
reported

Descriptive works, 
presented as a catalogue of 
the species observed in the 

territory studied, ordered 
systematically, with 

distinction of native and 
cultivated ones; 

completeness is sought for 
the list of the species 

reported

1753: Species Plantarum
(C. Linnaeus)

Analytical works, provided 
with dichotomous keys, 

presented as a catalogue 
of the species observed in 

the territory studied, 
ordered systematically, with 

distinction of native and 
cultivated ones, paying 
attention to reach the 

species number expected 
for that territory

1500 1600 1700 1800 1900

1690
Synopsis Methodica

Stirpium Britannicarum
(J. Ray)

– ▪ –
First real Flora in the modern sense First real Flora in the modern sense 
of the term, where the species are of the term, where the species are 

organised in a systematic order and organised in a systematic order and 
completeness is sought for the list of completeness is sought for the list of 

the species reportedthe species reported

1860
Vejledning

i den danske Flora
(E. Rostrup)

1777-1798
Flora Londinensis

(W. Curtis)

1806-1840
Flora Graeca

(J. Sibthorp et al.)

1776
Flora Parisiensis

(P. Buillard)

1583
Iusti Lipsi de hoc libro 

eulogium
(J. Lipsius, in C. Clusius – 

Rariorum aliquot stirpium per 
Pannoniam et Austriam 
observatarum historia)

– ▪ –
First work where First work where floraflora  is used to is used to 

indicate the plants growing indicate the plants growing 
spontaneously in a certain territoryspontaneously in a certain territory

A

Scientific interest in plants shifts from 
their pharmacological virtues to the 

plants themselves, independently from 
their utility for man

Botanic gardens become centres for a 
systematic study of plants and open to 

the public. Birth of the first scientific 
academies. In 1694, Tournefort 

publishes his classification system 

Adoption of the binomial nomenclature 
and of classification schemes 

rationalized, no longer descriptive. 
Species are still intended as 
immutable in space and time

Birth of modern biology, first 
phytogeographical and genetic 

studies. Evolutionism is progressively 
accepted: transition from natural to 

phylogenetic classifications

1755
Flora Suecica
(C. Linnaeus)

1638
Speculum Botanicum

(J. Franckenius)



  

1566
Il viaggio

di Monte Baldo
della magnifica
città di Verona
(F. Calzolari)

1745
Plantae Veronenses

(F. Séguier)

1785
Flora Pedemontana

(C. Allioni)

1883
Flora della provincia

di Bologna
(G. Cocconi)

1634
Catalogus Plantarum 

Amphiteatralium
(D. Panaroli)

Purely descriptive works, 
often presented as an 
illustrated herbarium, 

natural history essay or 
travel report of a scientific 

excursion; only the species 
useful for man are 

reported

Purely descriptive works, 
presented as a catalogue 
of the species observed in 
the territory, often with no 
distinction between native 
and cultivated ones; first 
attempts of systematic 
order; only the species 

useful for man are 
reported

Descriptive works, 
presented as a catalogue of 
the species observed in the 

territory studied, ordered 
systematically, with 

distinction of native and 
cultivated ones; 

completeness is sought for 
the list of the species 

reported

1753: Species Plantarum
(C. Linnaeus)

Analytical works, provided 
with dichotomous keys, 

presented as a catalogue 
of the species observed in 

the territory studied, 
ordered systematically, with 

distinction of native and 
cultivated ones, paying 
attention to reach the 

species number expected 
for that territory

1500 1600 1700 1800 1900

1674
Icones et Descriptiones 

rariorum plantarum Siciliae, 
Melitae, Galliae, et Italiae

(P. Boccone)

1760
Flora Carniolica
(G.A. Scopoli)

1833-1854
Flora Italica

(A. Bertoloni)

1848-1896
Flora Italiana
(F. Parlatore)

1867-1886
Compendio

della Flora Italiana
(V. Cesati et al.)

– ▪ –
First Italian FloraFirst Italian Flora

equipped withequipped with
dichotomous keysdichotomous keys

1844
Flora Italiae superioris

(G. Passerini)
– ▪ –

First Flora published in ItalyFirst Flora published in Italy
equipped with dichotomous keysequipped with dichotomous keys

B

Scientific interest in plants shifts from 
their pharmacological virtues to the 

plants themselves, independently from 
their utility for man

Botanic gardens become centres for a 
systematic study of plants and open to 

the public. Birth of the first scientific 
academies. In 1694, Tournefort 

publishes his classification system 

Adoption of the binomial nomenclature 
and of classification schemes 

rationalized, no longer descriptive. 
Species are still intended as 
immutable in space and time

Birth of modern biology, first 
phytogeographical and genetic 

studies. Evolutionism is progressively 
accepted: transition from natural to 

phylogenetic classifications


