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CHAPTER 1 DIVERSITY 
AND CLASSIFICATION

Lavender is perhaps one of the most popular herbs grown worldwide. 
Thousands of acres of lavender are grown commercially, particularly in 
Europe, for lavender oil which is mainly used in cosmetics and soaps. 
The plants are ideal for hedges, garden shrubs and topiary. Dried flowers 
are used in potpourri, sachets, and other crafts. Dried flowers are also 
sometimes used in cooking (e.g. to flavour bread or biscuits).

Lavender growing at Parc de Floral, Nice, France

Lavenders require a well-drained soil 
and plenty of sunlight. They prefer 
lighter soils, however will adapt to 
most soil types. Lavenders are usually 
propagated by cuttings.

Lavender can be easy to grow in the 
right climate; but achieving a high 
quality lavender crop, may be far more 
involved. There are many different 
types of lavenders; and they do vary 
in their cultural requirements and their 
ability to produce flowers (both quality 
and quantity).
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The Lavender Family
Lavender belongs to the mint family, 
along with rosemary and thyme. The 
scientific name of this family was 
Labiatae but is now more commonly 
listed as Lamiaceae. You may find either 
name used in references you encounter.

The Lamiaceae family contains about 
180 different genera with more than 
3,500 species of mainly herbs and 
shrubs. They are found throughout 
the world, with the majority in the 
Mediterranean region. The family is 
characterised by having stems that are 
squarish in cross section. The flowers of 
lavenders are very difficult to describe 
precisely. The following description 
attempts to draw together some of the 
more usual characteristics. “The flowers 
are irregular and appear in cymes in the 
axils of opposite bracts or leaves which 
form false whorls arranged in a simple 
or compound inflorescence.”

This tells us that the flowers emerge 
from where the leaves join the stems 
and are borne in clusters of many 
flowers (cymes). These flower heads 
are usually referred to as spikes. They 
may be arranged in whorl-like clusters 
(arising from one point) or singly. 
The individual flowers within each 
inflorescence also have some notable 
characteristics. The calyx (outermost 
part where the sepals are fused to form 

a tube) has 4-5 lobes or is 2-lipped.   
The corolla (innermost part comprising 
of the fused petals) is 4-6 lobed and 
usually 2-lipped. The upper lip is 
2-lobed and the lower lip is 3-lobed, 
with the lobes being ovate in shape and 
equal sized. The corolla is blue, violet or 
purple, rarely white or pink, and the tube 
is longer than the calyx. 

The male flower parts consist of 4 
stamens in two pairs with often just 2 
fertile anthers. The female parts consist 
of a superior ovary with two deeply 
lobed carpels, a single style from a 
central depression of lobes, and a 
stigma which is almost 2-lobed.    

The fruits are 4 glabourous (hairless), 
one-seeded nutlets. Many of the 
species in this family are widely grown 
as ornamentals or as herbs for both 
medicinal and culinary purposes. 

Other commonly grown gena in the 
family are Ajuga, Coleus, Hemiandra, 
Hyssopus (Hyssop), Melissa (Balms), 
Monarda, Ocimum (Basils), Origanum 
(Oregano, Marjoram), Phlomis, 
Plectranthus, Prostanthera, Rosmarinus 
(Rosemary), Stachys, Teucrium, Thymus 
(Thyme) and Westringia.

The genus Lavandula has leaves that 
are simple with no stipules (basal 
appendages). The are entire or 
dissected, opposite and scented. 

A multitude of different cultivars on display at Hampton Court Flower Show in July 2013. As always, 
lavenders draw a huge amount of interest.
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Classification

Lavenders attract insects

The common name is lavender (spelled 
with “e”), and the scientific (genus) 
name is Lavandula (spelled with an “a”). 
The genus consists of small shrubs and 
herbs which are native to a widespread 
region including Mediterranean 
countries, the Middle East, India, North 
Africa, the Canary Islands and the Cape 
Verde Islands.

The classification of lavender can be 
confusing to many people. Listing 
the species is difficult as they have 
frequently crossed with each other in the 
wild and their common names differ from 
country to country. Even the botanists 
don’t always agree on classification of 
lavenders; and “scientific” classification 
by taxonomic bodies is often updated. 
You may well read two very authoritative 
accounts, published ten years apart, 
which could present very different ways 

of classifying some lavender.

At the end of the day, it is important to 
not be too rigid and pedantic in how you 
approach plant naming. See it for what 
it is: a tool for understanding differences 
between the different types of lavender 
that we grow, but also a system devised 
by man, and having all the imperfections 
that man has.

Twenty to Forty Species

Experts vary how many species of 
Lavandula exist. Some authorities 
suggest around 20 species and others 
as many as 40 species. A number of 
authorities agree on around 28 as the 
number of species.

There are also hundreds, if not 
thousands of varieties (genotypes).

In an attempt to describe the different 
specicies, the genus is commonly 
divided into subgroups in different ways 
by different authorities, for example:

Hardy and Tender Species

There are seven subgroups as follows:

■■ English lavenders – have slender 
flower spikes

■■ Spanish lavenders (Stoechas) – 
have fatter flower spikes and a tuft 
of purple bracts atop each flower 
spike

■■ Pterostoechas – have pinnate 
divided leaves (small leaflets are 
arranged opposite one another on a 
central stalk)

■■ French lavenders (Dentata) 


