
PALMARBOR  ISSN 2690-3245         Hodel et al: Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 2022-02: 1ς23 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
1 

 

/ƘŀƳŀŜǊƻǇǎ ƘǳƳƛƭƛǎ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 
DONALD R. HODEL, LARRY BLACK, AND STANTON DAVIES, II 

Chamaerops humilis (Mediterranean or European fan palm) is one of the hardiest, toughest, most 

adaptable, and, in many instances, exceedingly handsome palms for warm-temperate, subtropi-

cal, and even tropical landscapes. Occurring around the Mediterranean basin in southwestern 

and south-central Europe and northwestern Africa, its clustering habit, palmate leaves, tolerance 

of adverse conditions, and relative ease of cultivation make it a common and popular landscape 

plant. A versatile subject, its slow growth and clustering nature are amenable to many landscape 

situations, large or small, and clump size and density can be managed for desired effect through 

judicious selective removal of trunks. 

 A variable species across its rather large and diverse range, Chamaerops humilis has two ac-

cepted varieties, C. humilis var. argentea, characterized by handsome, waxy glaucous blue-gray 

nearly white leaves, and C. humilis var. humilis (Plant List 2021), into which the multitude of nu-

merous, distinct and sometimes not so distinct, and unnamed or informally named horticultural 

varieties and forms are included.  

For example, in horticulture, four of the more common cultivars informally recognized for 

Chamaerops humilis var. humilis ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ Ψ9ǘƴŀ {ǘŀǊΩ ό¦Y tŀƭƳǎ нлнмύΣ ΨbŀƴŀΩΣ Ψ{ǘŜƭƭŀΩΣ ŀƴŘ Ω±ǳƭπ

ŎŀƴƻΩ όwI{ нлнмύΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǊǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ŝǎǘŀōπ

lished, much confusion surrounds their descriptive and diagnostic characters. A quick internet 

search turns up a multitude of sometimes conflicting information about them. 

άbŀƴŀΩ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƻ ŘǿŀǊŦ  ŦƻǊƳ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŦ ŎƻƭƻǊΣ ōƭŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ 

petiole size, and degree and size of petiole armature although they mostly lack or have less silvery 

white indumentum on the abaxial (under) surface of the leaf blade.  

Ψ{ǘŜƭƭŀΩ ƛǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊΣ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŀŦ ōƭŀŘŜǎ ǎƛƭǾŜǊȅ ǿƘƛǘŜ 

on the abaxial surface, green on the adaxial (upper) surface with the silvery white indumentum 

extending on to the short ridges of the segment folds. The blades are deeply divided with the 

segments free nearly to the mostly unarmed petiole and with deeply bifid tips. Because of the 

deeply divided blade, the palmen, the undivided portion of the blade formed from the united 

segment bases, is unusually small.  

Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƛǎ ŀ ŘǿŀǊŦΣ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƛƴƛŀǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ bonsai form with small leaves and short petioles 

(Fig. 1). The leaf blade is bright, dark green adaxially, typically and distinctly densely covered ab-

axially with silvery white indumentum (Fig. 2), and moderately divided only to about half-way, 

making the palmen relatively large in relation to the blade. The wide,  rigid segments  have entire   
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1. Co-author Stan Davies, II provides scale for one of four of his spectacular clumps 
of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ, characterized by it dwarf, compact, even minia-
ture or bonsai habit with small leaves and short petioles. 



PALMARBOR  ISSN 2690-3245         Hodel et al: Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 2022-02: 1ς23 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
3 

 

2. Leaf blades of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ bright, dark green adaxially and  typically and 
distinctly densely covered abaxially with silvery white indumentum. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

or only briefly bifid tips. However, even the name of this rather distinctive cultivar has been ap-

plied to a variety of plants, some of which have mostly green abaxial leaf surfaces. This variability 

is likely because seed-grown plants more frequently do not come true to form and of simple 

misidentification. Indeed, Salt (2006), provided a brief description that could constitute formal 

naming of this cultivar: άChamaerops humilis ΰ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΨ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊƻǿƴ ǿŜƭƭΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǉǳŀǎƘŜŘ 

poorly specimen that we rescued from a garden centre. I love the lush green leaf and close 

ƎǊƻǿǘƘ Ƙŀōƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΰ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΨΦέ ! ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ōǳǘ ōȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōŜƭŜŘ 

as C. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŀōŀȄƛŀƭ ƭŜŀŦ ōƭŀŘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜǎΦ aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

plants identified on-line as C. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŀŦ ōƭŀŘŜǎ ǎƛƭǾŜǊȅ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōπ

axial surfaces.  

 

²Ŝ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ά±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎΣ ǎǘǳƴƴƛƴƎΣ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘΣ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǊ ƻŦ Chamaerops 

humilis var. humilis and here we provide a copiously illustrated, descriptive account to support 

our sentiments and help to identify this cultivar more clearly. 
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3. Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŦƻǊƳǎ ŘŜƴǎŜΣ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘ ŎƭǳƳǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƭŜŀǾŜǎΦ 

 



PALMARBOR  ISSN 2690-3245         Hodel et al: Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 2022-02: 1ς23 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
5 

 

 
4. The dwarf, compact, nature of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ 
on this handsome specimen. 
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5. Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀƴŘǎƻƳŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƻŦ ŘǿŀǊŦΣ ŎƻƳπ
pact growth and striking leaves bright green adaxially and silvery white abaxially. 
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Chamaerops humilis var. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 

Habit: clustered, mostly dioecious, dwarf to small, compact to miniature fan palm forming 

clumps to 2 m tall and wide (Figs. 3ς5). 

Trunks: 12ς15 cm diam., densely covered with dark gray, persistent leaf bases and fibers (Fig. 6). 

Leaves: 25ς40 (per stem) (Figs. 7ς8), stiffly ascending to drooping, old leaves persistent and 

forming a skirt; base 10ς15 cm long, 5 cm wide; petiole 18ς24 cm long, 1.2 cm wide at apex, 2 

cm wide at base, densely silvery white tomentose adaxially and with tan, felt-like indumentum 

abaxially, margins with few, faint teeth (Figs. 9ς10); blades 21ς32 × 29ς40 cm, dark green adaxi-

ally, typically silvery white abaxially, moderately divided to about half-way, palmen 8 × 12 cm 

(Figs 11ς12); segments 36ς38, center ones longest, these to 29 × 3 cm but narrower and con-

stricted due to severe folding, tips bifid to 4 cm or entire. 

Inflorescences: interfoliar, short, compact, spreading, to 13 × 12 cm (Figs. 13ς14); peduncle to 7 

cm long, exceeding prophyll; panicle branched to 2 orders, 1st branch to 6.5 cm long, longest 

rachilla to 6 cm long. 

Flowers: yellow. 

Fruits: 1.5 cm long, ellipsoid, yellowish brown to dark brown or black (Figs. 14ς15). 

Distribution: An internet search shows that this cultivar purportedly originated on Vulcano Island 

of the Aeolian Archipelago (ThePalmCentre 2021) in the Tyrrheniana Sea (hence, the cultivar 

name) about 25 km just off the northeastern coast of Sicily. Chamaerops humilis var. humilis nat-

urally occurs in the Aeolian Archipelago but we were unable to determine if C. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 

originated in the wild or from cultivated plants on Vulcano Island. However, Plant Delights 

bǳǊǎŜǊȅ όнлнмύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊed as a nursery variant in Vivai Vulcano Nursery 

on Sicily and named for the nearby Vulcano Island. Or, perhaps part of the nursery name, Vivai 

±ǳƭŎŀƴƻ bǳǊǎŜǊȅΣ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǊ ƴŀƳŜΦ wŀǊŜǇŀƭƳǎŜŜŘǎ όнлнмύ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ 

originated in a nursery on Sicily. 

Discussion: We mostly based the description on four plants in the yard of co-author Davies in 

Newport Beach, California but consulted on-line sources as well. Davies had obtained his plants 

ŦǊƻƳ .ǳŘ .ƻǊŘƛŜǊΣ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƻǿƴŜǊ ƻŦ .ƻǊŘŜǊǎΩ bǳǊǎŜǊȅ ƛƴ LǊǾƛƴŜΣ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ ǿƘƛch is no longer in 

business. 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ tƭŀƴǘ 5ŜƭƛƎƘǘǎ bǳǊǎŜǊȅ όнлнмύΣ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴǘ άƻŦ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ ōŜŀǳǘȅΣέ 
Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƴŜǿ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǘƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƘǳƎŜƭȅ 
popular in  Europe.  They speculated that it is a  tetraploid because of its  slow growth,  compact  
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6. Trunks of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ мнς15 cm diam., and densely 
covered with dark gray, persistent leaf bases and fibers. 
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7. Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƘƻƭŘǎ нр ǘƻ пл ǎǘƛŦŦly ascending to spreading, dark 
green leaves per trunk. 
 

 
8. The numerous leaves of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǘƛŦŦƭȅ ŀǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ 
to show of their silvery white abaxial surface to best advantage. 
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9. Petioles of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜƴǎŜƭȅ ŎƭƻǘƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƭǾŜǊȅ 
white, elongate scales adaxially. 
 
 

 
10. The abaxial surface of petioles of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
tan, felt-like indumentum. 
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11. Leaf blades of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŀŘŀȄƛŀƭƭȅΦ IŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
in Figure 12 note the relatively large palmen and the only briefly bifid segment tips. 
 
 

 
12. [ŜŀŦ ōƭŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ /ƘŀƳŀŜǊƻǇǎ ƘǳƳƛƭƛǎ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ǎƛƭǾŜǊȅ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŀōŀȄƛŀƭƭȅΦ  
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13. Inflorescences of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŦƻƭƛŀǊΣ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘΣ 
spreading, and have yellow flowers. 
 
 

 
14. This short, compact infructescence of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƘƻƭŘǎ mature 
but not-yet-ripe, yellow-orange fruits. 
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15. Mature, ripe fruits of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ мΦр ŎƳ ƭƻƴƎΣ ŜƭƭƛǇǎƻƛŘΣ ȅŜƭƭƻǿƛǎƘ 
brown to dark brown or black. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
habit, and short, stiff leaves, characters often associated with polyploidy or doubling of the chro-
mosome number. 

Plant Delights Nursery (2021) stated that Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŎƻƳŜǎ άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǘǊǳŜ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ άǘƘǊŜŜ 

years to know for sure if the plant is true C. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜǊ άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

preceding statement might be overly generous because the websites of nurseries that sell and or 

ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀǘŜ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎΣ 

from plants identical to the parent to plants that look like regular, unadulterated C. humilis var. 

humilis, arise from seed propagation of this cultivar. 

Palmatier Meg (2019) planted 20 to 25 seeds of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜπ

able palm friend in Italy who said that 40% would come true but later learned, after carefully 

monitoring the resulting offspring for two to three years, that only one or perhaps two showed 

ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƭƻƻƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ only about four to ten percent came true. Most turned 

out to be the normal C. humilis var. humilis and the remainder were intermediate between it and 

Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΦ  
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tŀƭƳǎŦƻǊǇƭŜŀǎ Φ Φ Φ όнлнлύΣ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ bŜǿ {ƻǳǘƘ ²ŀƭŜǎΣ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ƭŀƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ 

ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ώƻŦ ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻϐ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ǎŜŜŘ Φ Φ Φ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŀŎǘΦέ ! 

photograph of at least four plants in the Wollongong Botanic Gardens in Brisbane, Queensland, 

Australia, all grown from the same lot of seeds, and labeled Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΣ ǊŀƴƎŜ 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ǘȅǇŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ C. humilis var. humilis type. 

UK Palms (2021), responding to the post from the preceding paragraph, noted that the Italian 

nursery that produces most of the Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǎŜŜŘ-pro-

ducing mother blocks so that their seed-ƎǊƻǿƴ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǘǊǳŜ Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΦ 

Vivai Vulcano Sicily, the nursery that is the apparent originator and perhaps most prominent sup-

plier of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΣ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

personalizes each plant with a unique registration number guaranteeing its authenticity. They 

sell their plants under the registered name Vulcano® (Vivai Vulcano Sicily 2021). They note that 

Lorenzo Vigo, after 25 years of careful selection, developed C. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ǘȅǇπ

ically have leaves with blades silvery whites on the abaxial surface. 

Propagation 

Unless one has access to dedicated seed-producing mother blocks, which were developed 

through careful and judicious selection over many generations through a process taking many 

years and known to produce mostly true-to-form plants, seed propagation of Chamaerops hu-

milis var. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƛǎ ǳƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘǊǳŜ-to-form offspring from only 4 to 40 per-

cent of the time. Thus, vegetative propagation is the only method to ensure production of true-

to-form plants. Because C. humilis and its various varieties and forms, including C. humilis var. 

humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎǳŎƪŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƻŦŦǎƘƻƻǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳƴƪǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ŏŀƴ 

be carefully removed and established to make new plants. However, in most cases, especially for 

plants in the ground, vegetative propagation of C. humilis is a slow, tedious, and rather exacting 

process, and care must be taken during the removal and establishment period to ensure a high 

rate of success. 

In removal of suckers or offshoots of in-ground Chamaerops humilis var. humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΣ ǘƘŜ 

key to fast and successful establishment is rapid root and shoot growth. In palm root growth 

studies, Broschat and Donselman (1990) showed that palm root regeneration of the pygmy date 

palm  Phoenix roebelenii  depended on  the presence  of a root  initiation  zone,  which does not 

develop fully until the stem or trunk has reached its maximum diameter and begins to elongate 

vertically. Similarly, Hodel and Pittenger (2003) found that offshoots of the date palm Phoenix 

dactylifera Ψ5ŜƎƭŜǘ bƻƻǊΩ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōŜǎǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ мл 

to 35 cm in diameter (trunk has begun to elongate vertically) because they will have more roots 
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16. For vegetative propagation of Chamaerops humilis Ψ±ǳƭŎŀƴƻΩΣ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ǎǳŎƪŜǊǎ ƻǊ 
offshoots that have a developed, above-ground trunk. 


