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ARECACEAE 
 

Nicholas J. Turland 
 
Circumscription and monophyletic sensu Baker & Dransfield (2016), monophyletic also sensu 
Baker & al. (2009), Barrett & al. (2015), Faurby & al. (2016). 181 genera and c. 2600 species. 
In Greece, one native species; also several cultivated genera and species, of which only the 
most frequent are described here. 
 
Description: Plants hermaphroditic, polygamous, monoecious or dioecious. Stems solitary or 
clustered, very short to very tall, slender to massive, woody but lacking cambium, usually 
unbranched above ground. Leaves usually spirally arranged, petiolate, large and tough; sheath 
sometimes forming crownshaft; leaf blade plicate, usually splitting and thus apparently 
compound. Inflorescences axillary. Flowers numerous, small, usually with 6 tepals in 2 whorls, 
6 stamens and 3 carpels or locules. Fruit a berry or drupe, small to very large, usually 1-seeded. 
Seeds with thin or fleshy testa. 
 
Distribution: Tropical to warm-temperate regions worldwide. 
 
Ecology: Growing in a wide variety of habitats, usually with water available year-round and 
free of frost, especially diverse in lowland tropical moist forests. 
 
Karyology: Diploid chromosome numbers are in the range 2n = 26–36 (Röser 1994); counts 
outside this range have not been confirmed by recent studies (Dransfield & al. 2008). 
 
Literature: Dransfield & al. (2008), Baker & Dransfield (2016). 
 
Key to genera 
 
1. Leaves pinnate (wild or cultivated)  .....................................................................  1. Phoenix 
– Leaves palmate (cultivated only)  ...................................................................  Washingtonia 
 
Washingtonia H. Wendl. 
 
Palms solitary, tall, hermaphroditic. Leaves palmate, with fibres between segments, dead 
leaves sometimes forming skirt around upper part of trunk; petiole with short spines. 
Inflorescence long, pendulous, branched to 3(or 4) orders, with conspicuous sword-shaped 
rachis bracts. Flowers shortly pedicellate. Fruit a small berry, blackish when ripe. Native to W 
North America with two similar species, both cultivated in Greece. 
 
Washingtonia filifera (Gloner ex Kerch. & al.) de Bary 
 
Develops a massive trunk, 100–150 cm in diam., equally thick from base to apex, and has 
leaves divided to more than halfway to base. Planted in Greece for ornament. Native to the 
SW United States (Arizona, California, Nevada) and NW Mexico (Baja California). 
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Washingtonia robusta H. Wendl. 
 
Has a narrower trunk, 50–80 cm in diam., gradually tapering upward, and has leaves divided 
to about halfway to base. Planted in Greece for ornament. Native to NW Mexico (Baja 
California Sur, Sonora). 
 
1. Phoenix L. 
 
Sp. Pl.: 1188. 1753. Type: P. dactylifera L. Circumscription and monophyletic sensu Gros-
Balthazard & al. (2021). About 13 species. In Greece, one native species, two commonly 
cultivated species. 
 
Description: Palms solitary or clump-forming, dioecious. Leaves pinnate; leaflets inward-
folded (induplicate), basal leaflets modified as spines (acanthophylls). Inflorescence 
enclosed in prophyll in bud, pedunculate, branched to 1 order, female inflorescence 
elongating in fruit; bracts inconspicuous except prophyll. Flowers sessile; female flowers with 
3 carpels, usually only 1 developing into fruit. Fruit a berry with smooth epicarp, fleshy 
mesocarp and membranous endocarp. Seed with deep longitudinal furrow (raphe) along one 
side. 
 
Distribution: Canary and Cape Verde Islands, Mediterranean region, Arabian peninsula, 
subtropical and tropical Africa, Madagascar, Indian subcontinent, Indochina, S China, Malesia. 
 
Ecology: Evergreen or deciduous broad-leaved or pine forests, savannahs, shrublands, marsh 
and mangrove swamp margins, river and stream banks, springs, moist valley floors, wadis, 
periodically flooded areas, grasslands, rocky hillsides, rock crevices, ravines and gullies, cliffs, 
maritime rocks and sands. 
 
Karyology: Diploid with 2n = 32 or 36, whereas other counts are considered dubious 
(Dransfield & al. 2008). 
 
Literature: Barrow (1998), Gros-Balthazard & al. (2021). 
 
Key to species 
 
1. Trunk solitary, without basal branches, to 120 cm in diam.; leaves 5–6 m long, leaflets soft, 

green when young; fruiting peduncle 160–200 cm long  ................................  P. canariensis 
– Trunk with basal branches, often forming clump of several trunks, to 50 cm in diam.; leaves 

2–4(–5) m long, leaflets stiff, often glaucous when young; fruiting peduncle to 150 cm long 
 .............................................................................................................................................  2 

2. Fruiting peduncle often pendulous, 60–150 cm long; fruit variable in shape, 4–7 × 2–3 cm; 
seed usually elongate, 2–3 cm long  ................................................................  P. dactylifera 

– Fruiting peduncle ascending to patent, to 70 cm long; fruit ellipsoid, 1.5–1.9 × 1–1.3 cm; 
seed narrowly ovoid, 1.2–1.3 cm long  .......................................................  1. P. theophrasti 

 
Phoenix canariensis H. Wildpret 
 
Differs from Phoenix dactylifera in its solitary, thicker trunk and longer leaves, with green, soft 



Flora of Greece Volume 1  3 

leaflets (see key). Widely planted in Greece for ornament. Native to the Canary Islands. In 
recent years, many plants of P. canariensis in Greece have been killed by the red palm weevil, 
Rhynchophorus ferrugineus (Olivier, 1791). 
 
Phoenix dactylifera L. 
 
Differs from Phoenix canariensis in its basally branched, narrower trunk and shorter leaves, 
with glaucous, stiff leaflets, and from P. theophrasti in having a larger infructescence with a 
longer, often pendulous peduncle, longer rachillae and larger fruits and seeds (see key). 
Occasionally planted in Greece for ornament or possibly for fruit. Widely cultivated in N Africa 
and SW Asia, also in the warmest parts of S Europe. Origin uncertain, but wild plants have 
been reported in Oman (Gros-Balthazard & al. 2017). The species appears to have arrived 
more recently in N Africa, where the population has a mixed ancestry that can be traced to 
hybridization between P. dactylifera and P. theophrasti (Flowers & al. 2019). 
 
1. Phoenix theophrasti Greuter 
 
Bauhinia 3: 243. 1967. Holotype: “Creta, prov. Sitía, prope Vái, in plano arenoso vel argilloso 
juxta mare lucum formans”, 2 Oct 1966, Greuter 7650 (PAL-Gr; isotypes: ATH, B!, E, G, GB, K, 
LD, M, UPA, W, herb. Zaffran at Orthodox Academy of Crete). 
 
Description: Palms to at least 11 m tall including leaves, usually with basal branches, forming 
clumps of several trunks. Trunk pale brown, to at least 8 m tall, 30–40 cm in diam., covered 
with remains of leaves or their bases. Leaves of main trunks of mature palms 3–3.25 m long, 
forming subspherical crown, those of young palms or of basal branches smaller; petiole 
yellowish, to 35 cm long, basal part diamond-shaped, shallowly keeled on both surfaces, 15–
16.5 cm wide, c. 5.5 cm thick; acanthophylls rigid, yellowish, (3–)9–17 cm long, (3.5–)6–8 mm 
wide above swollen orange base, tapering to sharp point; leaflets arranged in 2 planes on each 
side of rachis, stiff, green, somewhat glaucous when young, yellowish with age, sublinear, 
23–43 cm long, 15–30 mm wide, basal leaflets narrowest, apical ones shortest, those of young 
palms or of basal branches more glaucous, rigid and sharply pointed. Inflorescences erect, 
protected by acanthophylls; prophyll brown, thickly leathery, splitting into 2 halves, each half 
linear and inward-folded proximally, boat-shaped distally. Male inflorescence 60–110 cm long; 
prophyll 78–110 cm long, 4–9 cm wide; peduncle yellowish, 30–80 cm long; rachillae 150–175, 
mostly erecto-patent, cream, zigzagged-sinuous and bearing flowers throughout length, basal 
rachillae longest, 14–24 cm long. Male flowers with strong musty odour; outer tepals connate 
into cupular calyx c. 1.5 mm long, 1.5–2.5 mm in diam.; inner tepals free, cream, ovate-oblong, 
5–6 mm long; anthers yellowish, linear, 3–3.5 mm long. Female inflorescence cream to yellow, 
becoming orange and elongating as fruits develop, 80–90 cm long; peduncle ascending to 
patent, at least 50 cm long; rachillae 60–100, becoming erecto-patent to patent, straight in 
proximal sterile part, somewhat zigzagged in distal flower-bearing part, basal rachillae longest, 
28–40 cm long. Female flowers: tepals cream to yellow, outer ones connate, inner ones 
imbricate, together globose at anthesis, persistent at base of fruit as brown cupular structure 
c. 4 mm long, c. 6 mm wide. Fruits initially green, later orange-yellow, when ripe dark brown, 
ellipsoid, rounded at both ends, 15–19 mm long, 10–13 mm in diam., mesocarp soft, moist 
and sweet when first ripe, becoming dry and mealy with age. Seeds pale brown, woody, 
narrowly ovoid, 12–13 mm long, 7–8 mm in diam., longitudinally striate, side with raphe 
convex, other side somewhat flattened. 
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Karyology: 2n = 36 (Röser 1994). 
 
Distribution: Peloponnisos (Palea Epidavros), Kyklades (Amorgos, Anafi), Kriti, Karpathos, East 
Aegean Islands (Chalki; reports from Kalymnos, Kos, Nisyros and Symi require confirmation); 
SW Turkey (Bodrum-Gölköy, Datça peninsula, Kumluca-Karaöz); also planted for ornament in 
Kriti and on other Aegean islands, where it may become naturalized (e.g. Milos); some 
populations wholly or partly consist of hybrids with Phoenix dactylifera (see general 
comments). 
 
Ecology: Banks of rivers or streams, springs, moist valley floors, phrygana, cliffs, maritime 
rocks or sands, from sea-level to 250 m, always near ground water, even when the surface is 
dry, and never far from the sea. 
 

Status Conservation status Legal status 
N VU B1ab(i,iii,iv); C1 Presidential decree 67/81 
Life form Functional trait Chorology Distribution in Greece 
P  EM EAe, Kik, KK, Pe 
Habitat Geology Altitude Flowering Fruiting 
A, C, W Limestone, alluvial deposits 0–250 m III–IV III–IV 

 
General comments: Planted individuals of Phoenix dactylifera in semi-natural habitats can be 
difficult to distinguish from P. theophrasti. Populations at Palea Epidavros in Peloponnisos and 
at Gölköy near Bodrum in SW Turkey (the latter described as P. theophrasti subsp. golkoyana 
Boydak 2019) are morphologically intermediate between P. theophrasti and P. dactylifera. 
Genomic analysis has revealed at least some plants in these populations, and at Almyros W of 
Iraklio in Kriti, to be hybrids between the two species (Flowers & al. 2019). Other 
morphologically intermediate populations could also prove to be of hybrid origin. 
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