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Japan consists of four main islands-Hok­
kaido, Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu-from 
north to south and is surrounded by hundreds 
of islets which rnn in a long line from north­
east to southwest within the limits of 
45°31'16" to 24°0'16"N and 145°49'03" to 
128°06'23"E. 

Although they belong mostly to the tem­
·perate zones and the climate is the same as 
the east coast of the Continent, the annual 
change of temperature is comparatively great. 
Humidity is high in summer but low in win­
ter, especially on the Pacific coast. 

'The climatic variation is really wide for 
the size of the country, because the northern 
part is near the subfrigid zone, the south­
western region reaches the subtropical zone 
and there are also many high mountains over 
3,000 meters in the central part of Honshu. 

Therefore, many kinds of native plants 
grow in Japan; that is, 3,694 species of higher 
plants belonging to 990 genera and 170 fami­
lies have been described, among which 15 
species of lilies (Lilium,) are included. 

Species and their distribution 

Among them are about 100 species of lilies 
which grow naturally on the continents of the 
Northern Hemisphere, 15 Japanese species 
and their varieties which have very beautiful 
flowers as compared with those in other coun­
tries and their natural distribution is so wide 
that almost all the 47 prefectures of this 
country have wild lilies. Therefore, it can be 
said honestly that Japan is a country of lilies 
in the wol'ld. 

Indigenous lilies are found from the sea-

shore to the highland 2,400 meters above sea 
level. The flowering time of lilies is in early 
April when L. longifloru11i Thunb. bloom in 
the Ryukyu Islands, the southwesternmost 
part of Japan. From May to June L. javoni­
citm Thunb., L. rubellum Baker and L. con­
color Salisb. are in flower, in July and August 
many kinds of lilies as L. alexandrae Wallace, 
L . nobilissimum Makino, L. auratum Linell., 
L. vlaty7>hyllmn Makino, L. dauricum Ker­
Gawl., L. maculatum Thunb., L. callositm Sieb. 
et Zucc., L. lancifoliicm Thunb., L. maximo­
wiczii Regel, L. medeoloides A. Gray, L. 
sveciosum Thunb. bear flowers in succession. 

During this period, the nature of Japan is 
ornamented with beautiful lilies from seaside 
areas and grassy plains to hills and high 
mountains so as to be admired by visitors 
from Western countries. 

L. longiflonim Thunb. are popular lilies 
with pure white and fragrant flowers. This 
flower is universally admired and is esteemed 
by Christians as a pure and holy flower sym­
bolizing the Holy Mother, indispensable to 
Christian ceremonial occasions. 

L. javonicum Thunb. (Pink Lily) grows 
wild in the central part of Honshu and west­
ward. The color is unusually pink for lily. 
This lily has been familiar to Japanese for 
a long time, being sung in old poems and 
used in the Lily Festival which is celebrated 
on June 17 each year in city of Nara as a 
graceful observance which came from "Ko­
jiki", the legendary story of ancient Japan, 
in the year 712 and is remindful of the age 
of gods. 

L. rubellum Baker (Rosy Lily ) grows wild 
in the mountainous regions of the northeast-
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Fig. 1. L. longifionmi 'l'hunb. (wild) Erabu Is. 

L. japon-icumi. 'l'hunb. (wild) Aichi Pref. 
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Fig. 3. L. aimitwm, (Lindi. (wild) Nara Pref. 

Fig. 4. L . lancifoliii1n Thunb. (culture) 

Fig. 5. L. 1naximowcizii R egel. (wild) Akita Pref. 
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Fig. 6. L . macul<itum, Thunb. (wild) Sado Is. 

Fig.7. L. speciosiwt Thunb. (wild) Koshiki Is. 

ern part of Honshu. This species looks like 
a small miniature of the preceding one, only 
the flower color is rosy. This lily blooms from 
late April to early May in Tokyo and its 
neighboring plains. 

L. alexandrae Wallace and L. nobilissium 
Makino are very rare lilies growing only in 



a few islands, among the southwestern is­
lands. They have pure white flowers with very 
strong fragrance and are regarded as the best 
lilies. 

These five species belong to the subgenus 
Leucolirion of Lilium and they have trumpet­
shaped flowers which are mostly open side­
ways, rarely upward and have strong frag­
rance. They are only indigenous to Japan. 

Lilies belonging to subgenus Archelirion 
have bowl-shaped flowers which open side­
ways, being the largest in lilies and have very 
strong fragrance. They are widely distrib­
uted in the central part of Honshu and east­
ward. 

L. auratwm Lindi. (Golden-Banded Lily) 
has white flowers with large spots and a yel­
low central stripe. L. platyvhyllum Makino is 
the larger type of the preceding one, and its 
flower is pure white with no spot. This is 
a native of Izu Islands. The species belong 
to subgenus Archelirion and are only indige­
nous to Japan. 

L. concolor Salish. (Star Lily) is sparsely 
distributed in various parts of Japan. The 
small star-shaped pretty flower opens upward 
and the color is scarlet rarely yellow. This 
species grows wild in Korea, China and Si­
beria besides Japan. 

L. dauricwni Ker-Gawl. (Candle-Stick Lily) 
is a native of Hokkaido. The dee bowl-shaped 
flower opens upward and is medium in size, 
being black-spotted orange red and rarely 
yellow. This species is distributed in Korea, 
China, Siberia as well as in Japan. 

L. maculatum Thunb. grows naturally in 
seaside regions of the Pacific Ocean and Sea 
of Japan and some varieties of this species 
are distributed in the mountainous regions 
in the cent1·al part of Honshu and westward. 

The cup-shaped flower opens upward and 
is medium in size, being orange-red or yel­
low with reddish brown spots. These three 
species belong to subgenus Pseudolirion and 
their flowers are not fragrant. 

In Japan, various horticultural species (L. 
xelegans Thumb.) , different in color and shape 
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of flowers, have been bred by interspecific 
crossing between these species for the past 
300 years. This subgenus includes many other 
species than the Japanese ones. 

The last subgenus Martagon, includes a 
large number of species which are widely dis­
tributed in the Northern Hemisphere. They 
bear abundant bell-shaped flowers which open 
sideways and are medium or small in size. 
Some of them are fragrant but others are not. 

L. callosimi Sieb. et Zucc. (Slimstern Lily) 
grows wild not only in Kyushu but also in 
Korea, China and Siberia. The flower is the 
smallest among lilies and faces downward. 
Its color is vermilion and yellow without spots. 
Flowering time is as late as August to Sep­
tember. 

L . l.ancifoli'um Thunb. (Tiger Lily) is na­
tive of Japan, Korea and China. The Japa­
nese species is triploid and sterile, but it 
propagates by axial bulbils which are pro­
duced on leaf axils. The flower has a shape 
of a flat bell and the color is vermilion with 
dark purple variegation. A yellow-flowered 
diploid variety has been found growing in 
Tsushima Island. 

L. maxirnowiczii Regel is a smaller type of 
the preceding one and the widest in distri­
bution among the lilies in Japan. This species 
does not produce axial bulbils, but it can 
propagate well by seed. The flower is orange 
red, and the yellow-flowered variety is named 
L. leichtlinii Hook. f. 

L. me<leoloi<les A. Gray (Wheel Lily) grows 
wild on high mountains in Japan and Korea 
but it is also distributed in the plains in Kuril 
Islands, Sakhalin and Kamchatka. Their leaves 
are unusually verticillate for lilies. The tlow­
e1·s are small and vermillion with black spots. 

L. sveciosum Thunb. (Showy Lily) grows 
naturally in Kyushu, Shikoku and China and 
they come in many varieties in these native 
places. C. P. Thunberg, a Swedish botanist 
who came to Japan in 1775, admired this lily, 
saying that this was one of the most beauti­
ful flowers in the world. The flower is medium 
in size and there are many varieties distin-
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guished by flowel' colo1· such as pu1·e white, 
white with pink and red spots, or entirely 
pink or red with white hem. This species is 
most densely distl'ibuted in the Koshiki Is­
lands to the west of Kyushu and many beauti­
ful varieties are also found there. 

Breeding and cultivation 

There are many beautiful lilies growing 
abundantly on mountains and plains. There­
fore, since olden days, people only cut wild 
flowers and cultivated bulbs of wild lilies in 
their garden to enjoy them, because they were 
making no effort to conduct experiment on 
lily breeding with the exception of L.xelegans 
Thunb. 

When Japanese lilies were introduced to 
Western countries in about the mid-19th cen­
tury, the beautiful flowers astonished the 
people there and became the object of popular 
acclaim in the field of floricultlll'e. 

Accordingly, many traders in Japa.n scram­
bled to collect lily bulbs from pla.ins and 
mountains to export them directly or after 
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Fig. 9. L. elegans 'l'hunb. (culture) 

Fig. 8. L. X elegans Thunb. (bulbs product field) Niigata Pref. 



growing them in nurseries the export in­
creased to 40,000,000 bulbs yearly in around 
1935. Among lilies which were exported, the 
first was L. longifloriim Thunb., which formed 
75 per cent of the total export, followed by 
L. sveciosu1n Thunb. and L. auratum Lindi. 
Practically all the other species also were 
exported. 

In Europe and America as well as in Aus­
tralia and New Zealand which did not have 
any native lilies of their own, the florists were 
not satisfied with only importing wild lilies 
from Japan so they also started to import 
them from China. 

Using J apanese and Chinese species as par­
ents, they actively carried out the breeding 
of interspecific hybrids known as the Oriental 
Hybrids and the Asiatic Hybrids since the 
end of the late 19th century or so, by obtain­
ing many excellent varieties. 

The Oriental Hybrids were brought up by 
combining especially Japanese species such as 
L. japonicwm, Thunb., L. rubellwm Baker, L. 
ai,raturn Lindi., L . platyphyllumi. Makino and 
L . speciosuni Thunb., etc., while the Asiatic 
Hybrids were selected from among crosses 
between L.xelegans Thunb., L. da1w·icum Ker­
Gawl., L. lancif oliiim Thunb. and L. maxi-mo­
wiczii Regel, etc. 

In addition, during World War II when 
the import of lilies, including L. longiflomm 
Thunb., was stopped, the breeding of this 
species was carried out mainly by the Bulb 
Research Institute of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, resulting in the selection of 
many · *ood varieties, as Croft, Ace, Georgia 
and Nelly white, etc. The eexport of lilies 
from Japan, accordingly, went into a severe 
slump under the pressure of these varieties. 

But it is expected that export wil1 retrieve 
its former position in the near future, because 
the breeding of lilies is now being promoted 
by prefectural experiment stations and pri­
vate breeders as well as the Ministry of Agl'i­
culture and Forestry accompanied by a grad­
ual increase in propagation of good varieties 
and the export itself has been resumed. 
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At present, the nursery bulb culture of L. 
longiflorum Thunb. is concentrated in Erabu 
Island of the Amami Islands to produce 30,-
000,000 bulbs every year and 30 per cent of 
the product are exported while the remainder 
is consumed by florists in this country for 
greenhouse culture after chilling as well as 
outdoor culture to produce cut flowers con­
tinuously from October to next July. 

Cut flowers of Jilies during the August to 
September period are produced by culturing 
L.xformolongo, an interspecific hybrid be­
tween L. formosanum Wallace and L. longi­
florum Thunb., indoors in cool highlands of 
the central part of Honshu. This hybrid lily is 
grown by seeding culture and the flowers can 
be harvested in the period mentioned above 
within a year after seeding. Bulbs of L. 
speciosum Thunb. are produced in both Kago­
shima and Kanaga,va prefectures and mainly 
used for expoi-t. Bulbs of L. aiiratum, Lindi. 
and L. platyphyllum Makino are mostly col­
lected from mountains and exported after 
nursery culture. 

In Japan these lilies are grown mainly for 
producing bulbs for cooking rather than for 
ornamental use. L. lancifolium,. Thunb. and 
L. maximoiviczii Regel are also important as 
edible bulbs and less valuable for ornamental 
use in Japan. L.xelegans Thunb. and hybrid 
lilies bred in Western countries such as the 
Asiatic Hybrids and the Oriental Hybrids 
were reimported into Japan and have been 
in use as new varieties, the nursery culture 
of which is mainly carried out in such pre­
fectures as Hokkaido, Niigata, Kanagawa and 
Chiba. These lilies are mostly used to meet 
domestic demands for garden plants, pot 
plants and cut flowers. 

Japan has rested for a long time on her 
laurels of "the' country of lilies in the wodd" 
in the lily industry. In the future, it is im­
portant to develop "a country of lilies in the 
wol"ld" in both name and reality by uniting 
the efforts of government and people to im­
prove varieties and culture techniques for 
the purpose. 
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