
FLOWERING HERBS WITH RED PETALS

In this essay, we present common plants with red corollas that flower throughout the 

entire growing season. The lack of red flowers in temperate areas such as the Preserve 

may be because of the presence of only a single species of hummingbird (ruby-

throated) resident to New York.

There is often wide variation in color within 

flowers. For example, a species may have 

green sepals, yellow petals, white 

filaments, and orange anthers. For this 

reason, we have elected to use petal color. 

Nevertheless, petals may be multi-colored. 

In that case, we use the dominant color 

and in some cases, we have treated the 

species in more than one essay.

The only conspicuous species with red petals in the Preserve belong to the 

Campanulaceae (Bellflower Family) and Melianthaceae (Trillium Family) families.
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CAMPANULACEAE: CARDINAL-FLOWER
(Lobelia cardinalis)

Left: wet habitat and growth form. Middle: close-up of bilaterally 

symmetrical flowers. Right: The five anthers and filaments are 

connate. The style grows through the staminal tube and, as it passes 

by the dehisced anthers, the pollen adheres to the stigma and style. 

The flowers are bisexual with the male phase first and the female 

phase second. The most efficient pollinator is the ruby-throated 

hummingbird which collects nectar as a reward. While visiting the 

flowers, the hummingbirds touch the opening of the staminal tube with 

their forehead and pick up pollen if the flower is in the male phase or 

pollen is rubbed onto the stigma when it is in the female phase.
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CAMPANULACEAE: CARDINAL-FLOWER
(Lobelia cardinalis)

Left: immature fruits. Note the wilted corollas 

hanging from the top of the inferior ovary. 

Middle: a fruit in cross-section. The yellow 

ovules will develop into seeds if they are 

pollinated. The ovary is bi-locular and the 

placentation is axile. Right: stem and leaves 

exude white latex when they are cut or crushed.
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MELANTHIACEAE: PURPLE TRILLIUM
(Trillium erectum)

Upper left: three sessile leaves whorled on the stem. 

Note that each leaf has three primary veins, each of 

which has pinnately arranged secondary veins. Upper 

right: the sepals (3), petals (3), stamens (6), and 

stigmas (3) are in multiples of three. Lower right: 

Close-up of the androecium (= the male part of the 

flower) and the gynoecium (= the female part of the 

flower).
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MELANTHIACEAE: PURPLE TRILLIUM
(Trillium erectum)

Left side: normal petal color. Most individuals of this species have this deep 

red color. Right side: occasionally other individuals of the same species are 

found with different colors. Unless other morphological differences between the 

color variants are absent, these should be considered as normal color variation 

within the same species.


