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The Wildflowers of Israel
Introduction
Israel is home to hundreds of wildflower species.
A number of them have become cultivated plants in
the rest of the world. We’ll learn about some of these
flowers, how they are pollinated, where they live, and
how they have been cultivated.
We will also look at the Jerusalem Botanical Gardens’
efforts to conserve species in danger of extinction.
Over 300 rare and endangered plant species are grown
in the Gardens. Many were collected in the wild, and
their populations in the gardens are important backups
for the rare, dwindling natural populations. Others
were rescued from building sites in Jerusalem and
all over the country. The seeds of these species are
shared with other botanical gardens, special shelter
gardens, and sometimes reestablished in their native
habitat.
Field of Turban Buttercup, Ranunculus asiaticus, and other wildflowers
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The Flower as Advertisement
Flowers contain the plant’s reproductive organs.
Once pollinated and fertilized, flowers turn into fruits
that include seeds, some of which will germinate to
provide the next generation of plants. Flowers that
use wind or water to disperse their pollen are usually
green (grasses, trees like oaks, etc.). The flowers of the
Bulbous Barley have prominent anthers but no petals,
for instance. This is typical of wind-pollinated plants.

Bulbous Barley, Hordeum bulbosum
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The Flower as Advertisement
Since they are not mobile, most flowering plants
depend on wind or on living creatures, such as insects,
birds, or animals, to carry their pollen to the stigma of
a flower on another plant of the same species. In these
cases, the flower also serves as an “advertisement”
and usually offers the pollinator an incentive to visit.
Many flowers have adapted to specific groups of
pollinators such as birds, bees, beetles, and longtongued insects. Insect-pollinated flowers often
feature stripes, dots and dark centers to guide the
insect to a food reward - nectar or pollen. The color,
markings, smell and shape of flowers are often tailormade for the type of creature that delivers the pollen.
For instance, bees see ultraviolet light that cannot be
seen by other insects. Sometimes the markings on
flowers can only be seen in ultraviolet light, so bees
are naturally attracted to them. “landing pad” petals are
also typical of bee-pollinated flowers, such as Vartan’s
Iris (Iris vartanii).

Vartan’s Iris, Iris vartanii
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The Flower as Advertisement
Tubular flowers such as micromeria are perfectly
suited to the proboscis of butterflies, bees and other
long-tongued insects that can reach the nectar
secreted at the bottom of the flower tube.

Turkish Pennyroyal, Micromeria fructiosa
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The Flower as Advertisement
Bird-pollinated flowers tend not to be fragrant as
birds have a poor sense of smell. Birds are generally
attracted to red, so bird-pollinated flowers (such as
Aloe and Parasitic Mistletoe, Plicosepalus acaciae) are
red, and plants that disperse their seeds with the help
of birds, have red fruits or seeds (cherries, hawthorn,
pomegranate). Red or orange flowers attract birds such
as the Palestine Sunbird.

Parasitic mistletoe, Plicosepalus acaciae
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The Flower as Advertisement
On the other hand, most insects cannot see the color
red. One exception, however, are the beetles that
pollinates the Crown Anemone (Anemone coronaria),
Poppy (Papaver umbonatum), Turban Buttercup
(Ranuculus asiaticus) and Small Pheasant’s Eye
(Adonis microcarpa). These wild flowers share a
distinctive shape, red petals and a black center. The
flowers’ open bowl form allows the relatively clumsy
beetle to land on the flower and roll down to the
center, where the pollen is located. It is also thought
that the black patch resembles other beetles and
therefore indicates the presence of a good food source.
To keep its pollen dry, the anemone closes when the
sun goes down or when clouds shade it. Beetles will
often jump in before the flower closes, to protect
themselves from the rain. The pollen they feast on
covers their bodies and is transferred to other flowers
when they move on. Note how the white ring on the
lower anemone flower accentuates the black pollen,
the food reward.

2
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1. Small Pheasant’s Eye, Adonis microcarpa
2. Crown Anemone, Anemone coronaria
3. Poppy, Papaver umbonatum
4. Turban Buttercup, Ranuculus asiaticus
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The Flower as Advertisement
In Israel, these red flowers bloom in succession, so
that the species are in less competition for the beetles’
attention. The Crown Anemone (Anemone coronaria)
appears first, in January-February, followed by the
Small Pheasant’s Eye (Adonis microcarpa) and the
Agen tulips (Tulipa agenensis) in March. The Turban
Buttercup (Ranunculus asiaticus) and the Poppy
(Papaver umbonatum) appear last, from March through
May. Most of them are bulbous plants, except for the
Small Pheasant’s Eye and Poppy, which are annuals.
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1. Agen Tulips, Tulipa agenensis
2. Poppy, Papaver umbonatum
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The Flower as Advertisement
White or pale-colored flowers with a strong,
sweet scent, such as the Sea Daffodil (Pancratium
maritimum), attract nocturnal pollinators like moths,
which have a keen sense of smell.

Sea Daffodil, Pancratium maritimum

Page 9

The Flower as Advertisement
Some pollinators can pick up floral scents more
than 0.6 of a mile away. They reach the fragrant (or
putrid-smelling) flower by tracking the increasing
concentration of the scent. Arums smell awful to
humans, but succeed in attracting flies. The visible
part of the Palestine Arum (Arum palaestinum)
inflorescence consists of a spathe and a spadix. The
plant’s small flowers are hidden on the lower part of
the spadix, within the cup of the spathe. In order to
attract pollinating flies looking for a meal or a place to
lay their eggs, the arum sports a purple, velvety spathe,
which resembles carrion. Furthermore, when spadix
warms up, it vaporizes an oil that smells of rotting
meat. Once flies enter the spathe cup, they are trapped
by hairs that point downwards. They buzz around
frantically, thereby covering themselves in pollen.
Once they manage to escape, they fly off to the next
arum plant, taking the pollen with them.
The arum grows in the Mediterranean parts of the
country and blooms in March and April.

Palestine Arum, Arum palaestinum
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A Brief Window of Opportunity
Spring is relatively short in Israel. From approximately
February to April, depending on rainfall and altitude,
the Holy Land is carpeted in wild flowers. Spring
begins with carpets of anemones and cyclamen, and
continues with carpets of irises, orchids and many
other flowers.

Crown Anemone, Anemone coronaria
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A Brief Window of Opportunity
Spring is an intensely fertile season, because plants
go into high gear in order to, grow, bloom and produce
fruit before temperatures rise. Annuals and perennials
(including bulbs) have adapted to survive the long dry
summer conditions by avoiding them.
Annuals live for less than a year. They germinate after
the first heavy, late fall rains, bloom profusely in the
spring, produce lots of seeds, and then die. Their seeds
have thick coatings to prevent them from drying out
completely. They lie dormant until the next rains, even
if it takes a few years. Perennials survive in the form
of dormant bulbs and roots that stay underground.
Many geophytes (bulbs, rhizomes, tubers, etc.) produce
leaves and flowers above-ground in the winter and
early spring. As summer approaches and temperatures
rise, the upper parts die, but the organs remain in
the earth. Hidden from herbivores and protected
from the heat above, they store nutrients and water
underground.

1

2

1. Israeli Orchid, Orchis israelitica
2. Negev Iris, Iris mariae
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A Brief Window of Opportunity
White Mustard (Sinapis alba), which blooms in spring
(February to April), is one of the most common
annuals in Israel. It is most frequently found in
the Mediterranean parts of the country, where it
forms impressive yellow carpets in fields and along
roadsides.

White Mustard, Sinapis alba
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A Brief Window of Opportunity
Allium aschersonianum, which blooms in March, is one
of the 46 species of garlic that grow wild in the Holy
Land. They are all bulbous perennials. In nature, this
species is confined to the Negev semi-desert and the
slopes of the Jordan Valley, but, like many other bulbs,
it has been cultivated to serve as a beautiful garden
plant and a cut flower.

Wild Garlic, Allium aschersonianum
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Plant Families
We have learned how plants are pollinated. Now
we will look at three major flowering plant groups in
Israel: bulbs, annuals and herbaceous perennials. How
have these beautiful and varied plants adapted to the
environment? Where are they most prevalent and
when are they in bloom?
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Plant Families
Bulbs
Bulbous plants represent 11% of the flora of Israel.
They exhibit important adaptations to the country’s
bi-seasonal climate. Bulbs store water and nutrients
and remain dormant during the dry season. Often, the
bulb is not only a storage organ, but a reproductive
organ as well. Small bulblets - like the ones you see in
kitchen garlic - are produced on or in the mother bulb.

Tuvia's Autumn Crocus, Colchium tuviae
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Plant Families
Bulbs
Among the first bulbs to flower in the fall are the
Autumn Crocus (genus Colchicum) and the distinctive
Sternbergia (Sternbergia clusiana). Without flowering
rivals at this time of year, they have no need for tall
stems, and grow close to the ground. Sternbergia can
be found in the months of October and November
throughout the country, from the Negev Desert in
the south to Galilee in the north. Nature lovers go
in search of its impressive flowers. Some of these
autumn blooming species are endangered in specific
areas because of loss of their habitat, such as the
Large Sternbergia around Jerusalem.

Sternbergia, Sternbergia clusiana
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Plant Families
Bulbs
Tuvia’s Autumn Crocus (Colchicum tuviae) is endemic
to the transition zone and semi-desert of the Holy
Land. The Jerusalem Autumn Crocus (Colchicum
hierosolymitanum), now rare and protected, was once
common around Jerusalem. The Holy Land’s most
common crocus, Crocus hyemalis, is related to the
non-native saffron crocus.

1

2

1. Jerusalem Autumn Crocus, Colchicum hierosolymitanum
2. Crocus hyemalis
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Plant Families
Bulbs
One of the first flowers to bloom in winter, and perhaps the
most dramatic of all, the Crown Anemone is found throughout
Israel. From the central regions to the south of the country,
where the soil is fast-draining, Crown Anemones are red. They
reach their peak in January and February when they cloak the
usually featureless and barren plains of the northern Negev
in brilliant red. Red Crown Anemones are mainly pollinated by
beetles and wind. They have a small, stone-like tuber which
swells with water when it rains. In the northern parts of the
country, these stunning wildflowers bloom not only in red, but
in colors ranging from white to pink, lilac and dark violet. These
colored flowers are pollinated by a variety of insects, including
flies and bees, as well as the wind. They usually thrive in
heavier, more water-absorbent soil.
The Crown Anemone is a protected species, and many people
think of it as our national flower, on par with the cyclamen. It
was the subject of one of the most successful public education

Red Crown Anemone, Anemone coronaria, in the south of the country

programs in the history of Israel. In the 1950’s, schoolchildren
were taught not to pick these and other wildflowers. This led
to a nationwide taboo which is still in place today, and has
preserved these and other species from extinction.
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Plant Families
Annuals
Half of our flora consists of annuals, making them
the most common plant group in Israel. They are
herbaceous because the growing season is short and
doesn’t allow enough time for the plant to develop
woody parts. Paradoxically, human intervention
in nature has much to do with the large number
of annuals that bloom across the Holy Land. By
felling trees and constantly culling woodlands, we
have created the kind of open expanses in which
wildflowers thrive. The fields that are their original,
natural habitat have survived as well.

Crown Anemone, Anemone coronaria
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Plant Families
Annuals
With large blue-violet flowers that appear in March,
the Blue Lupin (Lupinus pilosus) is one of Israel’s
most striking flowers. In spring, impressive carpets
of the flower cloak the mountain slopes while the
paler Palestine Lupin (Lupinius palaestinus) prefers
the sandy soil of the coastal plain. The lupin’s large
seeds contain lots of nutrients and can survive for
years if conditions are not right for germination. The
white patch on the Blue Lupin flower turns dark red
as the flower ages and has most likely been pollinated.
This directs the pollinators towards the flowers that
still need pollinating, i.e. those that still have white
markings.

1
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3

1. Narrow Leaf Lupin, Lupinus angustfolius
2. Palestine Lupin, Lupinus palaestinus
3. Blue Lupin, Lupinus pilosus
4. Germinating seed of Blue Lupin, Lupinus pilosus
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Plant Families
Egyptian Campion (Silene aegyptiaca) begins blooming
in late winter and inaugurates the spring. Thriving
on mountain ridges, typically in olive groves, the
flowers’ pink carpets can be seen from afar. The darker
Palestine Campion (Silene palaestina) blooms later,
from March to April, on the coastal plain.

2

3

1

1. Field of Palestine Campion
2. Palestine Campion, Silene palaestina
3. Egyptian Campion, Silene aegyptiaca
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Plant Families
Annuals
With some 20,000 species, daisies are rivaled only by
orchids for the title of largest flowering plant family on
earth. Little surprise then, that roughly 10% of Israel’s
wildflowers belong to the daisy family, among them
Crown Daisies (Glebionis coronaria), which are also
known as Garland chrysanthemums, chrysanthemums,
Field Marigold (Calendula arvensis) and Spring
Groundsels (Senecio vernalis). They grow across Israel
and bloom from winter to spring.

1

1
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3

1. Glebionis coronaria
2. Field Marigold, Calendula arvensis
3. Senecio vernalis
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Plant Families
Annuals
Members of the daisy family are distinguished by
their flower-head – actually a mass of tiny flowers
arranged on a single, plate-like base. The outer
flowers are tongue-shaped and serve as landing pads
for pollinating insects. The inner flowers are usually
tubular, indicating that the main pollinators are insects
with straw-like mouthparts used for sucking out
nectar.
The Syrian Cornflower (Centaurea cyanoides) is also
a member of the Asteraceae family. Distributed in the
Eastern Mediterranean, it resembles cornflowers we
might see at a florist’s shop, but it is a shorter plant
with more branches and thus more flowering heads.
It grows in sunny places, and blooms from March to
April. The Syrian Cornflower is one of very few native
flowers that are truly blue. Unlike its relatives, it does
not have spiny thistles.

Syrian Cornflower, Centaurea cyanoides
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Plant Families
Annuals
A relation of the Cornflower Thistle, the Iberian
Centuary, known as dardul by the local Arab
population, may be the dardar or thistle that is
mentioned twice in the Bible, along with the kotz
(thorn). The dardar appears first in the curse God
directs at Adam [Genesis 3:18], and again in Hosea
[10:8].

Iberian Centuary, Centaurea iberica
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Plant Families
Herbaceous Perennials
Herbaceous perennial plants, common throughout the
country, usually avoid the dry summer by shedding
their above-ground parts. They react quickly to the
first autumn rains and sprout rapidly.
The perennial Bristly Hollyhock (Alcea setosa) can
grow more than two meters or six and a half feet
tall. The Bristly Hollyhock produces sticky pollen to
maximize its dispersal by the bodies of pollinating bees.
It thrives in the Mediterranean parts of the country and
blooms at the end of spring, from April to June.

Bristly Hollyhock, Alcea setosa
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Plant Families
Herbaceous Perennials
Most orchids are found in tropical climates, but a few,
such as those of the Orchis genus shown here, live
as tuberous plants in the Mediterranean. Orchids are
considered to be the highpoint of plant speciation.
Their flowers, though sometimes quite small, are very
beautiful and complex in structure. Many orchids are
“deceiving flowers”: they attract insects, but do not
reward them with nectar or other food.

Butterfly Orchid, Orchis papilionacea
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Plant Families
Herbaceous Perennials
Orchids such as the Anatolian Orchid (Orchis
anatolica), for instance, fool their small bee pollinators
into thinking they have nectar by mimicking the
appearance of other nectar-bearing flowers.
Flowers known as bee orchids (genus Ophrys) trick
their bee pollinators into thinking that they are real
bees. Their flower looks, feels, and even has a scent
like that of a female bee. The male bee tries to mate
with it and in the process, gets covered in pollen.
There are nine species of bee orchids growing in the
Mediterranean parts of Israel and each one has its own
specific pollinator.
1

2

1. Bee Orchid, Ophrys holosericea
2. Anatolian Orchid, Orchis anatolica
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Wild and Cultivated Flowers
The world of cultivated (garden and cut) flowers lives
in every flower shop or garden center. Many of the
world’s popular flowers were derived from plants
originating in the Mediterranean region (including
Israel): hyacinth (Hyacinthus orientalis), cyclamen
(Cyclamen persicum) and narcissus (Narcissus tazetta)
are three such flowers. They reached other parts of
the world via travelers, traders and botanists. Many
have been bred into varieties whose flowers are quite
different than their wild ancestors.
The hyacinth is a good example. The wild Hyacinthus
orientalis reaches its southernmost point of distribution
in Galilee where it blooms in February and March.
1
Compare the wild and the cultivated hyacinth - the
1. Cultivated Hyacinth, Hyacinthus orientalis
former has fewer flowers on each spike, the smaller
2. Wild Hyacinth, Hyacinthus orientalis
flowers have a more delicate fragrance, and they have
a shorter shelf life.

2
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Wild and Cultivated Flowers
Narcissus
The Common Narcissus (Narcissus tazetta) is a
protected species that grows in several habitats in
Israel. The mountain populations are the first to bloom,
in December, and they are followed a month later by
the threatened valley populations. Interestingly, this
Mediterranean plant has also managed to survive in
rock pockets in the Negev Desert Highlands. Over
a long period of time the plant was cultivated into
several varieties, most of which have larger flowers,
some even full flowers with many petals.

1

2

2

1. Cultivated Common Narcissus with full flowers
2. Common Narcissus, Narcissus tazetta
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Wild and Cultivated Flowers
Common Cyclamen, Cyclamen persicum
The Common Cyclamen (Cyclamen persicum) is the
national flower of Israel, sharing this title with anemone.
It is the wild ancestor of all cultivated cyclamen varieties.
That is quite a claim to fame given that the cultivated
cyclamen is the second best-selling ornamental plant in
the world (the first is the geranium).
The Common Cyclamen grows in the eastern
Mediterranean and is widespread in the Holy Land, where
it is found in the woodlands and on the rocky hillsides of
the Mediterranean zone. Its leaves are large and its flowers
point downward to protect the delicate pollen from rain.
The big tubers of mature wild plants can weigh more
than two pounds. A shade plant, Common Cyclamen has
developed several mechanisms for trapping the sunlight
it needs for photosynthesis. Its dark green leaves indicate
a high concentration of chloroplasts (the organs within
plant cells that absorb sunlight for the plant). In addition,
a red pigment on the undersides of young leaves helps
to redirect sunlight back up through the leaf for a second
“dose” of sun.
Unlike cultivated cyclamen, the wild variety blooms from
winter to spring, year after year, sometimes for decades.

1

2

1

1. Wild Common Cyclamen
2. Cultivated Common Cyclamen
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Wild and Cultivated Flowers
Turban Buttercup, Ranunculus asiaticus
The flowers of the wild Turban Buttercup (Ranunculus
asiaticus) are primarily red in Israel, and are distributed
from the Mediterranean zone to the semi-desert.
Amazing carpets of this flower can be found in
the Upper Jordan Valley. The delicate wild Turban
Buttercup is so different from its cultivated cousin
that it’s hard to believe they are related. Note the large
number of petals typical of the cultivated varieties,
which have been bred to create a larger, more
impressive flower. In nature, they bloom in spring, but
under cultivation from October to May.

1

2

1. Wild Turban Buttercup, Ranunculus asiaticus
2. Cultivated Turban Buttercup
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Preservation and Conservation

The Jerusalem Botanical Gardens are taking the lead in
collecting, cultivating and promoting plants native to the
Holy Land, particularly endangered ones. Plants are shared
with other gardens as backup. The Gardens are also
hosting and collaborating on a multi-year research project,
led by Hebrew University, Jerusalem, to isolate the factors
that strengthen Mediterranean plant diversity. In these
ways, we are helping to preserve the natural botanical
diversity of the Holy Land.

Fact File
2,600 native species of plants grow in Israel, of which 56 are endemic
420 native species are in danger of extinction
257 species are protected by law
More than 5000 ornamental taxa
Heller Avigal et al, 2017, Ministry of Agriculture
Avi Shmida, Gadi Pollak and Ori Fragman-Sapir, Red Data Book – Endangered
Plants of Israel, Vol II, Israel Nature and Parks Authority, 2011 (in Hebrew).
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Preservation and Conservation
The Wild Peony, Paeonia mascula
In Israel, some 7.8 million people live in 8,000 square miles,
an area equivalent to 1/8th of Florida. Urban development
and modern day ills such as pollution are destroying natural
.habitats and putting many plants at risk of extinction
The Wild Peony (Paeonia mascula) is one of the rarest plants
in Israel. It grows from southern Europe to the Caucasus, but
in Israel grows only in the Mount Meron Nature Reserve. The
climate in the rest of the country is too hot and dry for it to
survive. Because it is so rare and beautiful it has become an
object of pilgrimage by people wanting to see it during the
short period it is in bloom. How do we identify it? First of all,
the Wild Peony is one of the largest flowers in Israel, and the
plant can grow to be over three feet high. Look carefully at
the big, reddish flowers, and numerous yellow stamens in the
middle; still further towards the center you will find Bordeauxcolored organs which are the stigmas at the edge of white
hairy styles. The bulbous root of the Wild Peony pushes as
far as three feet into the ground. The young stem becomes

Wild Peony, Paeonia mascula

visible in February and looks something like a man’s fist-hence
the Latin name, meaning muscular or masculine. The plant’s
stunning flowers appear at the beginning of April and bloom for
about a week. The plant can also be seen a little earlier in the
Mediterranean section of the JBG.
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Preservation and Conservation
Peregrinating Bellflower, Campanula peregrina
The beautiful Peregrinating Bellflower (Campanula
peregrina) is an example of the Jerusalem Botanical
Gardens’ success in rescuing endangered plants. It might
well have disappeared after a flood in the 1990s ravaged
the only surviving wild population along the banks of the
Kziv River in western Galilee. Thanks to the Jerusalem
Botanical Gardens’ program of protecting endangered
species, Campanula plants were re-planted in the wild,
where they continue to flourish to this day. A summerblooming perennial, the Peregrinating Bellflower provides
an unusual and welcome dash of color at the Jerusalem
Botanical Gardens during the hottest months of the year.
We have distributed plants and seeds in garden centers
and in our shop so that other people can enjoy this
gorgeous rare flower and take part in its conservation.
Peregrinating Bellflower, Campanula peregrina
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Keep in Touch!

We hope this booklet will inspire you to visit the Jerusalem
Botanical Gardens, and to let our botanical and Biblical
experts show you the beautiful and evocative flowers of
the Promised Land.
You can also stay in touch by
Visiting our website, http://en.botanic.co.il/
Liking our Facebook page
And signing up for our email newsletters here or
at this address https://www.botanic.co.il/en/sign-up-for-our-newsletter/
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