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What can you say about a good
translator/interpreter who “draws a
blank” when it comes to the names of
types of plants or their parts? In this
case, not even the common refuge of
those translators/interpreters who
cannot recall names and could resort
to circumscribing them is of any help.
You simply know the plant terms or
you don’t. For good translators/inter-
preters, the advice has to be simple:
eliminate your “blind spot” by famil-
iarizing yourself with the terminology
surrounding plants. A good and inex-
pensive way to do this is to peruse
The Kew Plant Glossary, which is
expertly reviewed here by Philip
Isenberg.

—Peter A. Gergay

This is the second, revised ver-

sion of the glossary of the same

name that appeared in 2010. Both

versions appear to carry the same

ISBN number, which may in fact be

a source of some confusion. Those

wishing to obtain the latest version

from 2012, which carries some 125

additional terms, are advised to

check the publication date. That ver-

sion seems to be most readily avail-

able from the publisher in the United

Kingdom. As of this writing, the

usual popular online sites in the U.S.

appear to carry only the older ver-

sion. The work is also available from

the publisher as an e-book.

Content
Having come to translation fol-

lowing a career in the performing

arts, I am always acutely aware of

the audience, correspondingly

making every effort to ensure that

my translations are straightforward

and grasped easily. Colleagues may

thus imagine my dismay when the

chief comment regarding the ulti-

mately successful test passage for a

groundbreaking 700-page book on

phytosociology was that my transla-

tion from Italian into English was

“too accessible.” In other words, I

needed to get away from communi-

cating to the masses and write like a

botany professor. 

Specifically, I had referred to the

lower layers in a forest as the “under-

growth” rather than the “understory.”

If I had only had The Kew Plant
Glossary at my fingertips at the time,

it would have spared me countless

hours of monolingual Internet

research over the course of that

lengthy translation. This English-to-

English glossary covering types of

plants, their various parts, and condi-

tions inherent to their growth is very

clearly laid out and includes a

number of features that are of partic-

ular use to the translator. 
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For those without a great deal of

formal training in Greek and Latin,

the sections on prefixes and espe-

cially suffixes provide particular

assistance when, for example, we

need to convert a source verb to a

target noun or a source noun to a

target adjective. The main body of

the glossary, with its numerous

helpful illustrations, provides not

only extensive definitions of highly

technical terms, but also the specific

botanical application of what might

be an otherwise commonly occurring

word. And the appendices, with addi-

tional illustrations by group or with

indications of color, are perfect for

those translators who have narrowed

down a concept to a general mean-

ing, but are still searching for pre-

cisely the perfect expression.

In addition to my now beloved

“understory” being confirmed as

“sub-canopy layer(s) of vegetation in

forest or woodland; usually denoting

shrub and small tree layer,” another

entry that would have been very

useful in my book translation is

“pungent.” The Italian word I had

(pungente) made me very wary of a

false cognate, since it was used in

reference to the shape of a leaf. 

Although we commonly hear the

word in English referring exclusively

to odors, it turned out that the defini-

tions in the Italian>English diction-

aries listed not only the obvious

“pungent” but also “biting,” “bitter,”

and “sharp,” as well as “prickly,”

“pricking,” and “stinging.” While the

latter three choices would have con-

veyed the meaning, they would have

been far too colloquial and not have

maintained the register of the spe-

cialized botanists who wrote the

source book. And in fact, the entry

for “pungent” in this glossary is

“ending in a sharp rigid point,” thus

confirming that it is not a false friend

at all, but rather precisely the correct

solution in this case. 

Because the main thrust of the

glossary is individual plants (or parts

thereof) rather than various conglom-

erations of them, it omits entries that

would perhaps solve problems of dif-

ferentiation of terminology when a

single word in the source language

would have a number of synonyms

with finely shaded meanings in

English, such as “forest,” “woods,”

“woodland,” “grove,” and “copse.”

Similarly, terms that are highly

specific to the area in which I was

working (plant associations) are not

to be found, such as “floristic com-

position,” “climax belt,” or relevé. 

One extremely positive aspect of

this work is its inclusion of what may

appear to be a very general lemma,

but with the definition restricted to

the scope referring to botany. One

clear example of this is the definition

of “binary.” Rather than including a

general meaning along the lines of

“characterized by or composed of

two different parts,” it cuts right to

the chase: “(in nomenclature) the

name consisting of the genus name

and species epithet; = binomial,
which is preferred.”

When this glossary landed on my

desk for review, it was my assump-

tion that I would be contemplating it

only in reference to my work that

had already been completed. But in

the meantime it has turned out to

continue to be surprisingly useful.

For example, while translating

19th-century articles from German

into English on the introduction of

the soybean into Europe for Early
History of Soybeans and Soyfoods
Worldwide (1024 BCE to 1899):
Extensively Annotated Bibliography
and Sourcebook, by William

Shurtleff and Akiko Aoyagi, I was

faced with the phrase die dreizäh-

ligen Blättchen. This is one of those

clear examples we run across so

often when a word or phrase makes

total sense in our foreign language,

but we are not immediately con-

vinced of the best expression of it in

our native language. The clarity and

logic of German comes through in

classic fashion: it obviously conveys

the meaning of “a compound leaf

composed of three leaflets.” But it

was clear in advance that combing

through a variety of technical dic-

tionaries or going to search online

for a direct German>English transla-

tion would be fruitless because it

would basically come out as “the

little leaves which are three in

number.” 

The simplest solution was to pick

up The Kew Plant Glossary, turn to

the appendix marked “Grouped

Terms,” and quickly “leaf” through

the very intuitively organized pic-

tures until the plainly correct illustra-

tion was found immediately, below

which was the perfect term I was

seeking, trifoliolate. 

This resource has thus proven

itself. And because of other work that

I do with the winegrowing industry,

the field of apple cultivation, and the

like, I can easily see it being of use in

these areas as well as with other spe-

cialized subjects that may yet arrive. 

                                                       

Overall Evaluation
Anyone working within the fields

of botany, plant pathology, or even

agriculture who is writing in, or con-

ceivably also reading from, English

would be well served by The Kew
Plant Glossary. It is thorough, man-

ageable, affordably priced, filled with

extremely useful terms, and nearly

devoid of entries that are of a common

nature or that would easily be found in

a less specific reference work. n
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