PLANT PORTRAITS

PRESERVING THE GOURD PERSPECTIVE (LAGENARIA SICERARIA
(MoLINA) STANDL. [CUCURBITACEAE])

Of the few plants likely to appeal to every
economic botanist, the bottle gourd Lagenaria
siceraria (Molina) Standl. is surely one of them.
Archaeologists, for example, point to its millen-
nia-old use in Africa, Asia and the Americas;
biogeographers and evolutionary biologists con-
tinue to ponder its dispersal from Africa which,
despite a paucity of remains, is its most likely

origin; taxonomists have yet to face, and bring
order to, a plethora of cultivar names; and any-
one studying material culture can relish a vast
array of gourd shapes that fit uses from contain-
ers and musical instruments to pipes and penis
sheaths.

Such gourds, attractive, available, useful, and
immensely variable, are just as collectable for

Fig. 1. Bottle gourd diversity and uses from five continents with collection dates (where known). Top left
to bottom right: water bottle, Borneo, 1859 (Kew EBC 54652); carved gourd, Australia, 1859 (54639); gourd,
Egypt, 1838 (but dating back to Graeco-Roman period, c. Ist century B.c.; 26658); food dish and lid, River
Niger basin (West Africa), 1859 (54692); snuffbox, East Central Africa, 1887 (54638); wine cask, Hungary
(54694); drinking ladle, The Gambia, 1884 (54655); musical instrument, South Africa, 18667 (54632); gourd,
Brazil, 1898 (54697); tobacco pipe, Ethiopia, 1995 (73611). (A. McRobb, RBG Kew.)
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