
Plate 556 Libertia grandiflora 

Sisyrinchium exaltatum 

Mãori names: Tukauki or mikoikoi 

New Zealand, 8th October 1769 – 31st March 1770 

 

Libertia grandiflora is a flowering plant of the family 

Iridaceae. It is a type of flowering grass endemic to the 

North Island, New Zealand. It takes the form of a 

clump-forming herbaceous perennial growing to 90cm 

(35in) in height by 64cm (24in) in breadth. The plant 

leaves are linear and leathery and have panicles of mainly white or sometimes yellow, 

bowl-shaped flowers, 2-3cm across that bloom in spring and followed by seed capsules 

that turn black when mature. In the wild it grows in open lowland forest margins 

including steep slopes, ridgelines and banks of streams. 

The cultivated form of this plant requires a sunny, sheltered location and protection 

from winter frosts. It has achieved the Royal Horticultural Society’s Award of Garden 

Merit. This award is based on either actual testing or scrutiny of evidence relating to the 

following criteria; excellent for ordinary use in appropriate conditions, availability, of 

good constitution, essentially stable in form and colour, and reasonably resistant to 

pests and diseases. As of c.2012 the conservation status of Libertia grandiflora was ‘Not 

threatened’. 

The plant is named after Marie-Anne Libert (1782-1865) a botanist and mycologist from 

Belgium. Although Marie-Anne Libert had no direct links to the plant, she was honoured 

for her extensive work in her field by having her name given to the genus Iridaceae and 

to a type of fungus. She was also renowned for her collection of pearls obtained from 

the mussels found in the river Ambliève. The Latin grandiflora means large flowered. 

The original specimens of Libertia grandiflora were collected from the North Island, 

New Zealand by Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander between the 8th October 1769 and 

31st March 1770. In accordance with the protocol established by Banks and Solander 

specimens would be systematically described, sketched by Sydney Parkinson, and 

preserved and packed for the journey back to England. Frederick Polydore Nodder, who 

worked for Banks c.1770-1800, created the artwork based on Parkinson’s sketches and 

Solander’s notes. The copperplate engraving was created by Daniel MacKenzie based on 

Nodder’s artwork. Daniel MacKenzie was a principal engraver of Parkinson’s drawings 

and sketches. He produced over 250 of 728 plates between 1775 and 1800. While 



working on the engravings, Daniel MacKenzie lived at Joseph Banks’ house in Soho 

Square. Banks did not participate in Cook’s second voyage but did purchase the 

illustrations made by Georg Forster who did. Daniel MacKenzie worked for Banks in 

producing the copperplate engravings of the Forster illustrations. Banks paid MacKenzie 

4 guineas per engraving. The current value of 18th century 4 guineas is around £322. 

My ‘Travels with my plant’ have raised the question concerning Banks et al seeking to 

present their collection of specimens to a learned and general audience in as accurate a 

manner as possible in order to define the taxonomic features and facilitate 

identification. My concern was raised when l perceived, what l thought were minor 

differences between the artwork and the final print from a plate. Were these apparent 

differences simply a case of artistic licence, and/ or possibly the engraver making 

technical adjustments to make the printing process easier? However, no specific 

evidence was found in support of these possibilities. 

What did emerge from my excursion into apparent differences that might cause 

distortion of the final image from the original was the sheer number of links in the chain 

of events from the first sightings of a specimen by Banks and company and the final 

print from a copperplate engraving. There are at least ten links in this chain of events 

stretching over a time period of years and involving up to three different people for any 

given plate. The magnitude of the task involved in presenting what was observed on a 

hillside in New Zealand to an audience in London several years later, in such a manner 

that the latter truly represented the original, was enormous. 

The earlier mention of the work of Banks, Forster and MacKenzie makes a contribution 

to the debate around this question concerning distortion over time. Banks planned to 

publish the illustrations made by Forster in collaboration with him (Icones Plantarum). It 

seems that they could not come to an agreement on how best to present the final 

images to the world at large. A paper by Edwin D. Rose highlights a further dimension to 

the issue of distortion. He highlights the philosophies underlying ideas about how 

nature should be published. Forster was greatly influenced by the egalitarian ideals of 

the French Revolution, whereas Banks worked within the hierarchical classification 

structure of Carl Linnaeus. The matter was resolved for Banks on the death of Forster in 

1794. However, it remains an interesting contribution to the wider debate on to portray 

a plant accurately. 

Robert Parkinson 
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