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          KEY TO PENSTEMONS NORTH AND EAST OF CHICO, CA          by Ginny Maffitt 

             PENSTEMON: FAMILY PLANTAGINACEAE 

         ( A GLOSSARY OF TERMS IS TO BE FOUND ON THE LAST PAGE PLUS CREDITS) 

1 Anther sacs opening full length, valves (cells) generally spreading widely apart. 

  2. Corolla mouth closed by arched floor, hiding densely hairy 

throat interior            

              SUBGENUS CRYPTOSTEMON:                Group 1 

Penstemon personatus, (close-throated beardtongue), perennial 

15-18” tall generally hairless with leaves on blooming stems, scale-

like near base, largest at mid-stem, 30-50 mm long (less than 1/2”) 

long, ovate, bluish, few tiny teeth. Inflorescence sticky-glandular, 

corollas 20-25 mm (to one inch) long, blue-purple, glabrous to 

glandular outside, densely hairy interior, arched floor closing 

throat. Anther sacs 1.2-1.4 mm, opening full length, cells barely spreading, coarsely-hairy staminode 

included, RARE, yellow pine, montane forests, 1500-1800 m. ONLY SPECIES IN ITS SUBGENUS 

 Photo: Dean Wm. Taylor, 2005, CalFlora photos 

 

ANTHER SHAPES TO REMEMBER! 

A. Subgenus Saccanthera , 2 closed sacs 

 

B. Sg. Habroanthus, section Glabri, S-shaped 

 

C&D. Sg. Penstemon, open & semi-open 

 

E. Sg. Penstemon, section Chamaelon, open 

across connective, toothed edges 

 

F. Sg. Habroanthus, section Elmigira 

 

G. Sg. Dasanthera, covered in hairs 

 

 

   2’ Corolla mouth open, exposing hairless interior 

of throat (corolla floor can be hairy). 

    

         3. Anthers densely woolly  

 

SUBGENUS DASANTHERA:                                     Group 2 

   4. Corolla shade of blue-purple, flower stems less than 4” tall. 

      5. Penstemon davidsonii var. davidsonii (Davidson’s or 

creeping beardtongue)  mat-forming evergreen subshrub about 

3” high with flower stems less than 4” tall, leaves mostly basal, 

5-30 mm (1/4”-1 ¼”) long, entire, spatulate (broadest near end) 

and consistently rounded, short glandular stems. Corolla 20-36 

mm (3/4”-1 1/2”) long, blue-violet to blue-purple, floor white, 

shaggy, hairy, anther cells white-woolly. Staminode inside 

flower, densely pale yellow haired. Area: south WA Cascades to 

Sierras, CA.           Photo: Ginny Maffitt, garden 
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       4’ Corolla shades of pink or red-violet, flower stems more than 10 cm (4”) tall, anthers not  

           extended beyond corolla 

                                                        

   5’. Penstemon newberryi var. berryi: (Berry’s beardtongue) 

Evergreen subshrub closely related to P. cardwellii. Inflorescences 

with 4-8 verticillasters (a false whorl, pairs of blossoms), corolla 

27-35 mm (1-1 3/8”) long, tightly secund (blooming on one side, 

pink or red-violet; floor w/ long-wavy hair.  

Area: southern Josephine Co., OR and adj. N CA 

 

Photo: Ginny Maffitt, garden 

 

 

      3’ Anthers glabrous (smooth) or sometimes hairy-pubescent, perennial or subshrubs  

                  

               SUBGENUS PENSTEMON              Group 3 

              6.. Herbage glandular-haired below blooms; 

                 7. Plant branching between base and inflorescence. 

 Subsection deusti 

 8. Herbage sparsely glandular hairy; flower stems erect, less than 4 

dm (12”):  

P. deustus  (hot rocks beardtongue), anther sacs opening flat, leaves 

markedly toothed throughout. 

           9. P. deustus variety deustus: leaves lanceolate, cauline stem 

                 10-50.mm (3/8”) long; calyx gen. <4 mm (3/16”) long,  

                 lobes  narrowly lanceolate, sharply acute or long  tapered 

;                corolla white, 12-18 mm (1/2”) long, Area:Klamath Rg.,  

                 Cascade Rg., N. Coast Rg., OR, WA, MT, WY, UT 

                                                   Photo: Ginny Maffitt, Siskiyou Mts. 

     

 

 

             

 

 

 

9’ P. deustus var. suffrutescens: leaves ovate to rounded, 7-28 mm, 

calyx gen > 4 mm, lobes narrowly  lanceolate, sharply acute or long-

tapered, corolla, pale pink, 9-11 mm. Area: Klamath Rg., N.Coast Rg., S. 

Cascade Rg., N. Sierra Nev. Rg., S. OR.  

  

                                                 

                                              Photo: Ginny Maffitt, Mt. Ashland, OR 
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P. deustus var. pedicillatus: herbage glandular-hairy, lower stems 

gen flat on ground, Lvs lanceolate, gen <8 mm (<1/2”) wide, 

calyx 2.5-5 mm, lobes lanceolate, acute. Corolla 10-15 mm (1/2”-

3/4”) long, white to pinkish. Area: Cascade Rg., high Sierra Nev. 

Rg., Modoc Plateau, OR, NV, UT. 

 

                                                                   Photo: Gary Monroe 

 

        7’ Plant not branching between base and flowers. Leaves  

             linear. Herbage non-glandular hairy;  

             corolla lobes bare inside or floor, non-glandular hairy:  

 

P. cinicola (ash beardtongue) Leaves gen all on stems, linear or narrowly 

lanceolate, gen folded lengthwise and arching, recurved.  

Perennial 15-40 cm (6-16”) tall. Inflorescence glabrous or short-hairy below. 

Calyx lobes widely obovate, tips jagged-toothed, 1-2.5 mm long.  

Corolla 18-24 mm (<1”), blue-purple (pink form in central OR), anther sacs 

open widely, staminode yellow-hairy,  

UNCOMMON.  Dry,  rocky, igneous soils. Area: Modoc Plateau, cen. OR                                                

Photo: P. cinicola:  Barbara Lewis 

                                 

 

 

 

 

 6’ Herbage below inflorescence glabrous, leaf margins entire 

                                                 10. Inflorescence glabrous      

       

 P. rydbergii var. oreocharis, Rydberg’s beardtongue 

       Perennial 20-60 cm (8-24”) tall, stems smooth or finely 

hairy below, leaves entire, basal and lower cauline 

oblanceolate, or narrowly oblong; corolla 9-14 mm (1/2”) 

long, blue to purple, smooth with white to yellow-hairy floor; 

anther sacs opening full-length, staminode densely golden 

hairy, moist meadows, stream banks, Area: OR, NV, n Ca.                

                                   Photo: Ginny Maffitt, Blue Mts.OR       

 

                                               10’ Inflorescence glandular-

hairy, leaf margins toothed, (except for)  

P. heterodoxus var. heterodoxus, (Sierra beardtongue) Perennial 5-65 

cm (2-25” tall), mat-forming, not hairy, leaves entire, can be folded 

lengthwise, many basally, narrowly lanceolate to ovate, sometimes 

clasping; Inflorescence sticky. Calyx 2.5-6 mm. Corolla 10-16 mm 

(<3/4”) long,  lobes narrowly oblong to obovate, glandular outside, deep 

blue-purple, inside floor yellow-brown-hairy, Anther sacs opening full 

length, but barely spreading; Staminode: yellow haired. Montane to alpine 

slopes, scree, 1100-3900 m (3-10,000’) Area: Klamath Rg.to NV 

Photo: P. heterodoxus, Ron Wolfe 2008  
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1’ Anther sacs not opening full-length, opening only partly 

             11. Anther sacs opening at far ends, closed at proximal (point of attachment), leaves gray-

pubescent, Cyme many-flowered, Corolla blue-purple, glabrous, large, 25-38 mm, Anther sacs 

pubescent, S-shaped, open ¾ length.                

                        

                        SUBGENUS HABROANTHUS                     Group 4 

 

 : P. speciosus (Royal beardtongue): perennial 5-60 cm (2-23”) tall, 

short-hairy stems. Leaves: upper cauline leaves 35-90 mm (1-3 1/2”) 

long, lanceolate, clasping, can be folded lengthwise, entire, smooth; 

Inflorescence smooth to short-hairy, Corolla 27-37 mm (1-1 ½”) long, 

abruptly expanded into throat, sky-blue, mostly white inside. Anther 

sacs S-shaped. Staminode not hairy or only tip hairy. Open sagebrush, 

scrub to subalpine forest, 1200-3300 m (3000-9000’) elevation.Area: 

WA, OR, ID, UT                                Photo: Ginny Maffitt, Dufur, OR 

 

     11’. Anther sacs opening at proximal (point of attachment), 

leaving distal (far) ends closed: 

                                          

                                         SUBGENUS SACCANTHERA                                      GROUP 5 

        12. Leaves serrate, staminode mostly bearded. Pacific Northwest (the majority in dry locations 

              east of the Cascade Range:      SUBSECTION SERRULATI…….no species in area 

        12’ Leaves entire or mostly so, staminode mostly glabrous (non-hairy), California, some in NV 

                  and UT…………………    

              SUBSECTION HETEROPHYLI  [syn: SACCANTHERA]  

Corolla shades of blue- or red-purple, lvs. medium length, <10 cm, entire, lip sometimes bearded, 

anthers glabrous on inner edges 

                 13. Staminode bearded at tip 

  

.                                        P. gracilentus (slender beardtongue): perennial 25-65 cm (10-25”) tall, 

glabrous, woody-branched below, Inflorescence glandular, leaves mostly on blooming stem, upper: 40-

100 mm (1 ½-4”) long, linear to lanceolate, entire. 

Corolla: 15-20 mm (<3/4”), red- to blue-purple, Anther cells opening across common tip to ½ their 

length, Staminode yellow-hairy, 2n=16, sagebrush, scrub, juniper woodland to subalpine forest, 1000-

3000 m (3000-9000’) ele. Area: Cascade Range, Modoc Plateau.                 
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 13’. Staminode not bearded,  

              14. Corolla pubescent (furry), 

                      15.  Herbage blue-glaucous, glabrous below   

  P. neotericus, Plumas county beardtongue 

Perennial 25-80 cm (2-31”) tall, glabrous, glaucous, woody branched 

below, leaves cauline, lanceolate, entire, 1-3 ½”) long, calyx lobes 

lanceolate to ovate, corolla 23-38 mm (1-1.5”) long, blue to pink-purple, 

glandular outside, floor white, smooth. Anther sacs open across common 

tip 2/3-4/5, staminode smooth. 2n=32, uncommon, volcanic soils of scrub, 

open forest, 3000-6000’ ele. Cascade Rng. N Sierra Nv.   

                                                                         Photo: Shannon Datwyler 

                                                         

15’. Herbage gray green, 

      16. Corolla 20-30 mm (3/4-1 ¼”) long 

P. laetus, Mountain Blue beardtongue  

Perennial 15-75 cm (6-29”), gen. hairy and woody 

branched below, leaves gen. cauline, upper 15-100 mm 

(1/2-4”) long, linear to lanceolate, entire. Inflorescence 

glandular. Corolla 21-35 mm (3/4-1 ¼”) long, (violet-) 

blue, short-glandular outside, floor smooth. Anther sacs 

open to 4/5 length, inner edges long-hairy, staminode 

smooth. 2n=16 

variety laetus: calyx lobes small, 4.7-9 mm, widely lanceolate, 

corolla throat open 

Photo: Gary Monroe 

  

variety leptosepalus,  calyx larger, 8-14 mm, lobes narrowly 

lanceolate, corolla throat open, s Cascade Rng. n Sierra Nev. R.  

                                                                  Photo: Gary Monroe 

 

 

 

16’. Corolla  14-20 mm 

long,  anthers opening 2/5-3/5 length 

 

P. roezlii (Roezl’s beardtongue) [syn: P. laetus ssp. roezlii]   

(synonymy means a former designation): Perennial 2-5 dm (8-20”) 

tall, glandular inflorescence, pubescent (velvety hairs) below, 

sterile leafy shoots at base. Leaves entire, finely pubescent, pale 

gray-green, oblanceolate to narrowly lanceolate on short stems at 

base and linear above, often folded lengthwise. Calyx: linear to 

narrowly ovate, purplish. Corolla bright blue to blue-violet or 

purplish, 1.4-2.2 cm (9/16-7/8”) long. Anther sacs purple, open 

about ½ way along length, parallel or horseshoe-shaped, 2n=16.  

, n. CA, adj.NV.    Photo: Ginny Maffitt, Dutchman’s Pk, OR 

 



6 

 

14’ Corolla glabrous, 

      17.  Leaves broad or medium width with stem, no species here 

      17’ Leaves medium to narrow, no stem. 

           18. Basal leaves crowded, tufted (in clumps) often spoon-shape, large 

                19. Herbage grey, densely pubescent 

 P. purpusii (Snow Mt. beardtongue) 

Per. 5-20 cm (2-8”) tall, densely canescent (dense, fine, white-

gray hairs) or glaucous (bluish), woody-branched below, most 

leaves on fl. stems, oblanceolate, mostly folded length-wise, tiny 

teeth on edges. Corolla 27-31 mm (1-1 1/4”) long, blue-violet, 

glandular outside, floor glabrous, often white on raised portions 

of floor, Anthers sacs opening across common tip 2/3-3/4 their 

length, inner margins hairy. Staminode glabrous, Uncommon., 

Photo: Rick York for CA Native Plant Society 
                    

  18’ Basal leaves sparse, smaller 

       19’. Herbage blue-green, glaucous, glabrous 

           20. Corolla 20-30 mm long, leaves cordate & 

clasping, lower leaves to 60 mm long, 1/3 as wide.     
 P. azureus ssp azureus, the Azure Beardtongue. 

Perennial 20-70 cm (8-28”) tall, with woody branches 

below, glabrous. Lvs gen on fl. stems; upper lvs widest at 

base, cordate-clasping (heart-shaped, meet around 

stem), entire. Infl.: glabrous, Corolla 20-35 mm (3/4-1 

½”) long, (lavender-) blue, glabrous, Anther sacs opening 

across common tip ½-2/3 their length, inner margins 

hairy, Staminode glabrous. Subsp. Azureus leaf is 

lanceolate, 10-65 mm (1/2-2 ½”) long, Calyx lobes 

oblanceolate to round, pointed tip 2n=48, gen. moist woodland, open forest, 1000-7000’ ele. Area: 

S.OR, Cascade Rg., NW CA, high Sierra NV.      

                                                                                              Photo: G. Maffitt, Pilot Rock, OR 

  NOTE: We may see P. azureus ssp. augustissimus with yellow-

green foliage, upper lvs. lanceolate           

               20’. Corolla 14-20 mm long, lower leaves to 35 mm long,  

                     ¼ as wide 

 P. parvulus, Montezuma County beardtongue 

Perennial 15-30 cm (6-12”) tall, loosely matted, glabrous, glaucous, 

woody-branched below. Lvs. gen. cauline, 10-45mm (3/8-1 ¾”) long, 

lanceolate to ovate, clasping, tiny teeth. Inflorescence glabrous: Calyx 

lobes lanceolate to widely obovate. Corolla 14-20 mm (1/2-3/4”) long, 

blue (violet-), glabrous, Anther sacs open across common tip ½-2/3 

length, inner margins hairy, Staminode glabrous, 2n=32. Rocky open 

foothills and montane forests, 1500-6000’ ele.  

Area: S. OR, Klamath Rng, high Sierra Nev. Rng.                          

 

                                                       Photo: G. Maffitt, Pilot Rock, OR 
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    17’. Leaves narrow, very narrow or threadlike 

              20’. Leaves narrow or very narrow 

                    21. Herbage slightly pubescent, grey 

green or green 

 P. heterophyllus var. purdyi,  Bunchleaf 

beardtongue. Perennial 25-150 cm (10-54”) tall, 

woody branched below. Pl short-hairy, Lf clusters in 

axils, Lf. 2-7.5 mm (<1/4”) wide, narrowly 

oblanceolate, Infl. short-hairy, Corolla 23-40 mm (1-1 

½”) long, blue to magenta, glabrous, Anther sacs 

opening across 

common tip to ½-2/3 

their length, inner 

margins long-hairy, Staminode glabrous, grassland, chaparral, forest 

openings, 150-4500’ ele. Area: N.Coast Rg.,Cascade Rg.foothills, 

SierraNV foothills, Sacramento Vly, SanFranBay area, outer S. Coast 

Rg.              

                                          Photo by Marily Woodhouse, 2014 

 

  21’ Herbage glabrous 

P. heterophyllus var. heterophyllus, Bunchleaf beardtongue, 

Species glabrous, (lower stems rarely short-hairy), gen w/leaf clusters 

in leaf axils at lower nodes. Lf. 0.5-5 mm wide, linear to narrowly (ob) 

lanceolate. nw Area: CA, W.Transverse Rg., cen west.CA, cultivars 

“Electric Blue’ and Marguerita B.O.P.,(found Back of Porch!) plus 

others in cultivation.               

   

Photo: Ginny Maffitt, garden 

 

 

 

 KECKIELLA: FAMILY SCROPHULARIACEAE:  NOT A PENSTEMON!                          
Keckiella ternata, Scarlet keckiella, more ancient than penstemons with one nectary disk instead of 2 

nectary discs at base of upper stamens, separated from penstemons in 1966 by Straw; easily confused 

with penstemons: We may run across these. 

Shrub w/stems spreading erect, <25 dm (about 3’ tall) young stems glabrous, glaucous, wand-like. 

Leaves gen whorled in 3’s, blade 15-60 mm (5/8”-2 3/8”) long, linear to narrowly (ob)lanceolate, 

acutely tapered at both ends, often folded and curved, edges gen 5-11 toothed. Infloresence glabrous to 

glandular-hairy. Corolla 21-31 mm 

(3/4-1 ¼”) long, red tube, 

Staminode densely hairy, included 

in flower, Juniper/pinyon woodland, 

chaparral, 1000-8000’ elevation. 

Area: Tehachapi Mts., Transverse 

Range, Peninsular Ranges, Baja.                                                        

 

Photo: Ginny Maffitt, garden 
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VOCABULARY FROM KEY: 

Acuminate: opening to a point 

Anther sacs: a pair of attached seed pods or cells 

Calyx or sepals: the outer parts of a flower that holds the bud, often a distinguishing shape or color 

Corolla: collective term for flower parts 

Cyme: inflorescence with terminal or central flower opening first 

Glabrous: smooth, hairless 

Glandular: spheric body exudes stickiness on an epidermis or tip of a hair 

Glaucous: whitish or bluish waxy or powdering coating easily rubbed off and disappearing when wet. 

Inflorescence: entire cluster of flowers and its structures: flowers, axes, bracts, bractlets, pedicels. 

Lanceolate: narrowly elongate, widest in lower half, often tapered to sharp (acute) tip of leaf or calyx. 

Margins: edges of leaves or petals 

Obovate: inversion of shape, (oblanceolate=wider at tip) 

Panicle branched inflorescence where basal or lateral flowers open before the terminal ones. 

Pedicel: stalk of individual flower or fruit 

Petiole: stalk of a leaf 

Peduncle: stalk of an entire inflorescence or a flower or fruit not born on an infl. 

Raceme unbranched inflorescence of pediceled (stalked) flowers that open from bottom to top. 

Secund: flowers occur on stem facing one direction. 

Serrate: saw-toothed 

Serrulate: minutely serrate 

Sessile: without a petiole, stemless. 

Stamen: male part of flower with stalk-like filament and attached anthers producing pollen  

Staminode: sterile or false staminode thought to lure pollinators. 

Stigma: female receptor on pistil that is receptive to pollen 

Sub: prefix meaning almost, just below, or somewhat imperfect (sub-serrate: a few small teeth) 

Subshrub: plant with lower stems woody; upper stems, twigs not woody and dying back seasonally 

Suffrutescent: half shrubby, dying back to woody base. 

Throat: portion of corolla between the tube and limb (petal lips), may have bee guide lines inside. 

Tufted leaves: crowded 

Valves: sacs or cells of anthers 

Verticillasters: clusters of flowers around a stem node. 

 

Credits and many thanks: 

 

Noel Holmgren in The Jepson Manual, “Higher Plants of California” 1993, writing sections 

“Penstemons” and “Keckiellas”. 

 

Robin and Kenneth Lodewick: Key to the GENUS PENSTEMON:, 1999 

 

Dee Strickler: “Northwest Penstemons” 1997, detailed descriptions of about half the species we’ll see. 
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Robert Nold: “Penstemons”, 1999, easy to understand glossary entries, every species then known, 

completely described. Great illustrations by his late wife, Cindy Nold. 

 


