Benedetto Luigi Puccinelli (1808 – 1850)

B

enedetto Puccinelli was a highly regarded
Italian botanist of the early nineteenth century.
The son of nobleman Carlo Andrea Puccinelli and
his wife Maria Domenica Pellegrini, he was born in
Coreglia Antelminelli, a village near Lucca in
Tuscany, on 11 February 1808. Initially taught by
his parents and then a private tutor, he entered the
Seminary of Lucca at the age of fifteen to hone his
Italian and Latin language skills and to study the
humanities. He excelled in ability, diligence and
achievement. In 1826 he enrolled at the Royal
Lyceum of Lucca, and resisting his father's desire
that he pursue legal studies, followed his own
inclination for the sciences and graduated in
medicine and surgery. That achieved, he devoted
himself to botany.

his own research, and despite frail health, scoured
the mountains, valleys and wetlands for material,
and when his energy flagged, retreated to the
botanical garden. After a long and debilitating
illness, and a marriage of just thirteen years, he died
on 1 April 1850 at the age of 42, leaving his wife
Maria Tessandori and their two children.
His major work, describing about 1,500 higher
plants of Lucca, including locality and flowering
information, was published in 1848. However, his
research was not limited to flowering plants: an
unpublished manuscript on ferns still exists at the
botanical garden, and an almost completed
manuscript on fungi, which was to accompany
nearly 600 watercolour images by painter and
lithographer Guiseppe Bertini, was found 150 years
after Puccinelli's death.

In 1833 Puccinelli was appointed stand-in for the
ailing professor of botany Paolo Volpi, and the next
year the position was formalised. Volpi was also the
first director of the Botanical Garden of Lucca,
which was promoted by Maria Luisa of Bourbon
during the French occupation and established as an
adjunct to the new university. At the official opening
in 1822 Volpi planted the iconic cedar of Lebanon
(Cedrus libani) that can be seen in the garden today.
Benedetto Puccinelli's dual role continued for
seventeen years, from 1833 until his untimely death
in 1850. As well as lectures in agriculture, physics,
chemistry and botany, he took groups of students
on field trips into the countryside to collect, study,
cultivate and thus protect the plant species of Lucca,
especially those of medicinal value. He continued

Benedettto Puccinelli was a member of several
scientific organisations and academies. In 1846 he
received a silver medal for his contribution to the
new Central Herbarium of the Botanical Museum of
Florence, directed by internationally renowned
botanist Filippo Parlatore (1816–1877). Parlatore
also honoured him in Puccinellia, a genus of salt
grass described in the first volume of his major
work Flora Italiana in 1850. Of the eighty or so
Puccinellia species distributed throughout the
world's temperate regions, seven are found in New
Zealand: three endemic, one shared with Australia
and three naturalised.

Puccinellia raroflorens
Puccinellia raroflorens was described in 1995
by New Zealand monocotyledon specialist
Elizabeth Edgar. It is a minute perennial grass
forming open straggly patches up to 2 m across
and 4.5 cm high, often partially covered with
soil. The species name is from the misbelief
that it rarely flowers, but because the panicles
are very small and mostly overtopped by the
surrounding leaves they are easily missed.
Coastal to montane, it is found in inland salt
pans, salt slicks and coastal salt-encrusted sand
depressions of Central Otago, where it is
seriously threatened by encroachment of salttolerant weeds. It is also known historically
from two coastal sites on Stewart Island.
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