
Plate 677 Berberis buxifolia 

Berberis parvifolia, Berberis microphylla 

Box-leaved barberry, Magellan barberry, Calafate (Spanish) 

Bay of Good Success, Terra del Fuego,  

15th January – 21st January, 1769 

 

 

The artist for Plate 677 was Sydney Parkinson and the engraver, Daniel Mackenzie. 

Berberis buxifolia is an evergreen shrub that grows to a height of 1-2m. It forms many 

arching branches, each covered in many spines. The flowers are small and yellow in 

colour which bloom between August and December. It bears an edible fruit in the form 

of blue-black berries that are harvested for jams or can be eaten fresh. The fruit is also 

considered to have nutraceutical value in that it has extra health benefits over and 

above its nutritional value. The natural habitats of Berberis buxifolia are coastal 

shrubland, forest margins and clearings, and moister areas in grasslands in southern 

parts of Argentina and Chile especially the region known as Terra del Fuego. It is also 

the national symbol of Patagonia. The species is hermaphrodite and self-fertilising and 

pollinated by various insects.  As a cultivar, in addition to its floral display the spiney 

plant can be used to provide a vandal-proof hedge when carefully pruned and trained. 

In its natural habitat its arching branches have provided indigenous people with 

material for making bows. 

On its discovery on Cook’s first voyage, Daniel Solander named it Berberis sempervirens 

in his manuscripts describing the specimens collected from Bay of Good Success. 

However, it was described by a different name by the Swedish naturalist, Anders 

Sparrman (1748-1820). Sparrman used specimens collected in 1774 during Cook’s 

second voyage by Georg Forster, one of the botanists on this voyage and where the 

name Berberis microphylla arises. Anders Sparrman was a student and disciple of Carl 

Linnaeus and later explored and studied the flora of South Africa during the latter part 

of the 18th century. 

The shrub as named Berberis buxifolia Lam., is associated with the French botanist and 

biologist Jean Baptiste Antoine, Pierre de Lamarck, more commonly known as Jean 

Baptiste Lamarck, who described the plant in his publication of 1792. Interestingly, Jean 

Baptiste Lamarck claimed he could create a more efficient system of classification than 

those currently existing at the time including the system of Carl Linnaeus. In 1802, 

Lamarck proposed a revolutionary theory of species mutability. In essence, he 

suggested that the basis of change in species over time was as the result of two factors 



– reproductive acquired characteristics, and environmental influences. Lamarck was the 

first naturalist to present a comprehensive theory of evolution. His theory preceded 

that of Charles Darwin (1809-1882) who published his Origin of Species in 1859, some 

fifty-seven years later. It is inconceivable, therefore, that Darwin would not have been 

aware of Lamarck’s work or indeed uninfluenced by it in regards to his own work. 

The occurrence of various synonyms for any given plant including Berberis buxifolia can 

be confusing especially where several of these names exist together with varying 

degrees of acceptance, depending on published dates, national rivalries, and plant 

listings. Currently, there are around 125 varieties of Berberis and around 11 varieties of 

buxifolia. The Royal Botanical Gardens of Kew publish material generated by the World 

Checklist of Selected Plant Families (WCSP) that may assist in dispelling some of this 

plant-name confusion. WCSP is an international collaborative programme that provides 

the latest peer reviews and published opinions on the accepted scientific names and 

synonyms of selected plant families. There are more than 155 contributors from 22 

countries. For example, KewScience reports that Berberis microphylla. G. Forst., is an 

accepted name as of 2012 based on the original published details by Georg Forster in 

1786. Similarly, Berberis buxifolia. Lam., is described as a synonym of Berberis 

microphylla, G. Forst., based on the original published details by Lamark in 1792. 

Robert Parkinson 
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