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What's in a Name? The Origins of the Naming of Ginkgo Genus   

by Michelle Morgan 
 
Have you wondered how Ginkgo got its name? Usually the 
assigning of a genus is fairly uninteresting but this topic 
has attracted considerable scholarly debate over the years. 
What follows is a summary of the latest update, published 
by Toshiyuki Nagata et al in the February issue of the 
journal Taxon (2015; 64(1), 131-136). 
 
The name Ginkgo was first used by Engelbert Kaempfer, a 
German botanist and physician, while he was stationed at 
Deshima, an outpost of the Dutch East India Company in 
Nagasaki, Japan from 1690 to 1692. He was the first 
Westerner to describe the plant, and published the name 
in 1712. 
 
The Latin name Ginkgo biloba was introduced by Linnaeus 
in 1771, by adding the specific epithet “biloba” to the 
genus name “Ginkgo” adopted from Kaempfer. 
 
There have been several theories advanced over time as 
to why Kaempfer transliterated the name from the 
Chinese characters (銀杏) as Ginkgo, rather than Ginkyo, 
as the characters would be more accurately pronounced in 
Japanese. These include:  
 a careless error, 
 multiple ways of pronouncing the same word, 
 his German linguistic background in which words with 

the sound of "y" are written as "g". 
 

 

The authors now present evidence that the replacement of 
“y” with “g” arose from close adherence to the precise 
pronunciation of the local, late medieval, Nagasaki dialect. 
 
In preparation for his writing, Kaempfer referred to the 
Kinmo Zui, an illustrated encyclopaedia written in 1666. 
This reference book must have been read to him, most 
likely by his assistant and translator, Genemon Imamura, a 
native of Nagasaki. Kaempfer followed faithfully what his 
interpreter pronounced, using the local dialect of medieval 
Nagasaki. In this way, elements of the Nagasaki dialect 
found their way into the plant names used by Kaempfer. 
Ginkgo was one of them. 
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