Leaf Shape

Leaf shape is an important characteristic when gardening because it is used for the identification of plants and, more importantly, influences the texture that the plant will give to the garden.  When I am planning my garden I try to keep the foliage of the plants in mind because the foliage usually lasts longer than the flowers and so will have a considerable impact on the appearance of the place in which I place it.  Just think about the difference between the texture of grass on the one hand, and that of privet on the other.  The long slender leaves of grass have a very different texture than the oval leaves of the privet and part of the reason is the shape. When I am thinking about planting a hedge or some other mass of shrubs, the texture of the foliage becomes even more important.  I have also found that the more I know about the seemingly endless variation in leaf shape the more I enjoy working with it.

The purpose in writing this post is not to present all the leaf shapes that have been identified; even if I wanted to do that I couldn’t because it is an impossible task since a considerable difference in opinion and terminology exists.  Instead, I will introduce some common leaf shapes, a few that are not so common but are interesting, with examples, definitions and terminology.  The idea is to get a feel for the variation in leaf shape with the hope of enjoying different shapes and using them effectively in the garden.  Learning the terms and definitions can be helpful if you want to identify a plant but is not important for most other gardening tasks and can be a source of frustration because of all the different ways the terms are applied by the experts.

In my first group are leaves that are elongated so that they are at least 3 times longer than they are wide.  They may be very long and thin like those of German iris or short and thin like those of Lobelia cardinalis.

Linear: sides nearly parallel for most of its length; ex. grass

Lanceolate: wider in the center and tapering at each end; ex. Adam’s needle (Yucca filamentosa), Lobelia cardinalis.

Ensiform: shaped like a sword; tapering the whole length;  ex. iris, gladiola.

Another group of leaves consists of leaves that are roughly round or squarish in shape; their width and length are close to the same.  

Orbicular:  round, circular;  ex.  Nasturtium

Cordate:  heart shaped: ex. Redbud (Ceris canadensis), cyclamen, (C. persicum).

Deltoid:  triangular; ex. Common cottonwood (Populus deltoids)

Rhomboidal:  diamond-shaped: ex. Rose of Sharon (Hibiscus syricus)

Reniform:  kidney shaped; ex. Geranium (Pelargonium sp.)

The largest group of leaves is the one with the most plants in it;  the leaves that are noticeably longer than wide but are not greatly elongated.  This is a huge group and difficult to categorize but the following pictures, examples, and other information may give you an idea of the scope of the variation.

Elliptical:  wider at center and tapering to an equal size at each end; ex.  Boxwood, apple, citrus.

Oblong:  Considerably longer than wide with almost parallel sides; ex.  California coffeeberry (Rhamnus californica)

Ovate:  egg shaped; ex. Hydrangea (H. arborescans)

Spatulate:  rounded at the top, gradually narrowing to the base; ex.  Water oak (Quercus nigra)

Hastate:  triangular with lobes at the base extending outward; ex.  caladium

Sagittate:  shaped like an arrow head with lobes at the base extending backward toward the petiole (stem like structure holding leaf to stem.); ex. arum

Some leaves are so greatly lobed or dissected that their shape is obscured and it is difficult to see it at all.  These comprise my 4th and last group.

Pinnately lobed:  all lobes arising from along the mid line of the leaf.     Ex.  Scarlet pin oak

Palmately lobed: all loves arising from a central point at the base of the leaf.  Ex. Red leaf maple, Sweetgum.

The identification of  leaf shapes is a very tricky business.  Did you notice that the diagram for linear and ensiform are very similar? How much taper is enough to make a leaf ensiform rather than linear? And take a look at the definitions of elliptical and lanceolate;  you have to decide how long is long enough to be lanceolate rather than elliptical.  There is not general agreement on this.  Likewise, some leaves don’t quite fit easily into any group, or they will fit into many groups.  And did I mention that different leaves on the same plant may be very different?  Needless to say, all of this can be very frustrating so I’m not going to worry about terminology; I’d rather just enjoy the shapes of the leaves and have fun finding new and interesting ones.

otany, leaf shape is characterised with the following terms (botanical Latin terms in brackets):

Ovate--egg-shaped with the larger end at the bottom 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/VEG38.JPG" Elliptic--shaped like an ellipse, tapered at both ends and with curved sides. 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/VEG27.JPG" Oblong--tapered to both ends, but with the sides more or less parallel 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/lance.jpg" Lanceolate--shaped like the tip of a lance, broadest at the base and tapered to a long point 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/LCP18.JPG" Linear--very long and thin, with the sides parallel (In this photo, the grass-like leaves are linear; they belong to the pink-flowered plant) 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/VEG40.JPG" Orbicular--nearly circular in outline 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/cordate.jpg" Cordate--heart-shaped with the wide part at the bottom 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/VEG44.JPG" Hastate--with two basal lobes that point straight out 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.bio.tamu.edu/courses/biol301/VEG45.JPG" Sagittate--with two basal lobes that point backwards (toward the petiole)

· Acicular (acicularis): Slender and pointed, needle-like

· Acuminate (acuminata): Tapering to a long point

· Aristate (aristata): Ending in a stiff, bristle-like point

· Bipinnate (bipinnata): Each leaflet also pinnate

· Compound: The combination of one leaflet arrangement within an arrangement at a larger level; e.g.:"bipinnate, twice-pinnate: the leaflets are themselves pinnately-compound"

· Cordate (cordata): Heart-shaped, stem attaches to cleft

· Cuneate (cuneata): Triangular, stem attaches to point

· Deltoid (deltoidea) or deltate: Triangular, stem attaches to side

· Digitate (digitata): Divided into finger-like lobes

· Elliptic (elliptica): Oval, with a short or no point

· Falcate (falcata): sickle-shaped

· Filiform (filiformis): thread- or filament-shaped

· Flabellate (flabellata): Semi-circular, or fan-like

· Hastate, spear-shaped (hastata): Pointed, with barbs, shaped like a spear point, with flaring pointed lobes at the base

· Laciniate: Very deeply lobed, the lobes being very drawn out, often making the leaf look somewhat like a branch

· Lance-shaped, lanceolate (lanceolata): Long, wider in the middle

· Linear (linearis): Long and very narrow

· Lobed (lobata): With several points

· Obcordate (obcordata): Heart-shaped, stem attaches to tapering point

· Oblanceolate (oblanceolata): Top wider than bottom

· Oblong (oblongus): Having an elongated form with slightly parallel sides

· Obovate (obovata): Teardrop-shaped, stem attaches to tapering point

· Obtuse (obtusus): With a blunt tip

· Orbicular (orbicularis): Circular

· Ovate (ovata): Oval, egg-shaped, with a tapering point

· Palmate (palmata): consisting of leaflets[1] or lobes[2] radiating from the base of the leaf.

· Pedate (pedata): Palmate, with cleft lobes

· Peltate (peltata): Rounded, stem underneath

· Perfoliate (perfoliata): Stem through the leaves

· Pinnate (pinnata): Two rows of leaflets 

· odd-pinnate, imparipinnate: pinnate with a terminal leaflet

· paripinnate, even-pinnate: pinnate lacking a terminal leaflet

· pinnatifid and pinnatipartite: leaves with pinnate lobes that are not discrete, remaining sufficiently connected to each other that they are not separate leaflets.

· bipinnate, twice-pinnate: the leaflets are themselves pinnately-compound

· tripinnate, thrice-pinnate: the leaflets are themselves bipinnate

· tetrapinnate: the leaflets are themselves tripinnate.

· Pinnatisect (pinnatifida): Cut, but not to the midrib (it would be pinnate then)

· Reniform (reniformis): Kidney-shaped

· Rhomboid (rhomboidalis): Diamond-shaped

· Round (rotundifolia): Circular

· Sagittate (sagittata): Arrowhead-shaped

· Spear-shaped: see Hastate.

· Spatulate, spathulate (spathulata): Spoon-shaped

· Subulate (subulata): Awl-shaped with a tapering point

· Sword-shaped (ensiformis): Long, thin, pointed

· Trifoliate (or trifoliolate), ternate (trifoliata): Divided into three leaflets

· Tripinnate (tripinnata): Pinnately compound in which each leaflet is itself bipinnate

· Truncate (truncata): With a squared off end

· Unifoliate (unifoliata): with a single leaf

[edit] 

