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Research note

Lathraea purpurea (Scrophulariaceae):

A New Generic Record in Taiwan

Shih-Wen Chung,”  Tian-Chuan Hsu,>®  Ming-Jer Jung,”
Shu-Chuan Hsiao,” Wei-U Fang”

[ Summary ]

Lathraea purpurea Cummins (Scrophulariaceae), a holoparasitic plant originally described
from Sikkim, was recently found at high elevations of central Taiwan. It also represents a new
generic record to the flora of Taiwan. We provide a description, illustration, and color photos of L.
purpurea and report Yushania niitakayamensis as its host in Taiwan.
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Lathraea is a small genus of about 7 ho-
loparasitic species native to Eurasia (Fischer
2004) but not previously recorded in Taiwan
(Boufford et al. 2003). It was placed within
Orobanchaceae (Zhang and Tzvelev 1998)
but is now included in Scrophulariaceae in
the latest systematic treatment (Fischer 2004).
In summer 2007, we discovered an unknown
Lathraea species with attractive purplish-
white flowers in high-elevation mountains
of central Taiwan. Our preliminary study
revealed that this unknown Lathraea species
was closest to L. purpurea, a rather rare spe-
cies described from Sikkim (Rae 2001). After
an examination of the type specimen photo
offered by the Kew herbarium, we confirmed
that our unknown Lathraea species is ap-
proximately identical to L. purpurea, which
we describe and illustrate here. Our discovery
represents a new generic record to the flora of
Taiwan and another example of the Himala-
ya-Taiwan disjunct distribution (Wu and Wu
1998, Yukawa et al. 2003, Chung and Hsu
2008).

Lathraea purpurea Cummins (1895) 137; Rae
(2001) 1331. — Type: SIKKIM. Singalelah

Range, July 1896, King’s collector s.n. (lecto-
type K photo!, here designated; isotype E).....
...................................... LEIEEBEFigs. 1, 2.

Perennial holoparasitic herb, white tinged
with purple. Stems whitish, subterranean, te-
rete, sparsely covered with scale-like leaves,
glabrous except for pubescent upper stem and
inflorescence. Leaves reduced to achlorophyl-
lous scales, opposite, suborbicular, margin
entire, densely silky villous adaxially, ca. 2.5
by 3 mm. Inflorescence a short corymb with
2~6 flowers, axis subterranean and only flow-
ers exposed above ground; bracts attached on
inflorescence axis, similar to leaves. Flowers
erect; pedicels sparsely pubescent, 7~10 mm
long. Calyx tubular, unlobed, apex truncate,
slightly undulate, white with purplish veins,
pubescent on outer surface, inner glabrous,
5~8 mm long. Corolla bilabiate, white tinged
with purple especially on veins, pubescent
outside, 2~2.5 cm long; upper lip galeate,
1.2~1.5 cm long; lower lip shorter than upper
lip, 10~13 mm long, 3-lobed, lobes oblong,
3~4 mm long. Stamens 4, didynamous; fila-
ments curved, sparsely pubescent, 1.3~1.8 cm
long; anther versatile, longitudinally dehis-
cent. Pistal 2.2~2.6 cm long; ovary globose,
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1 mm
Fig. 1. Lathraea purpurea Cummins. (A) Habit; (B) flower; (C) expanded calyx tube; (D)
expanded corolla tube; (E) galeate upper-lip of the corolla, embracing the stamens; (F and G)

stamens; (H) dehiscenced anther; (I) pistil; (J) ovary, cross section; (K) leaf, adaxial view;
(L) leaf, abaxial view.
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Fig. 2. Lathraea purpurea Cummins. (A) Habits in situ; (B) root association with its host
Yushania niitakayamensis. Note the enlarged root tip of L. purpurea at the attachment (red
circled area). Lr, 1, and s, root, leaf, and stem of L. purpurea; Yr, roots of Y. niitakayamensis.
(C) Corolla tube with anthers (left) and calyx tube with style and a part of pedicel (right). (A
and C, bar =1 cm; B, bar =1 mm.)

2-locular, axile placentation.

Distribution: the Himalayas (Sikkim)
and Taiwan.

Ecology: In Taiwan, under Abies kawa-
kamii (Hayata) T. Ito forests with loose to
dense ground vegetation of Yushania niita-
kayamensis (Hayata) Keng f., 3000~3100 m
elev.; flowering observed from July to Au-
gust. In Sikkim, under dense bamboo jungle
of Arundinaria aristata Gamble, 3657~3962
m (12000~13000 ft) elev. (Cummins 1895).

Parasitism: We considered Y. niitakaya-
mensis as the host of L. purpurea in Taiwan
based on to the attachment found between
their roots (Fig. 2B). In Sikkim, another bam-
boo, A. aristata, was predicted to be the host

because it was the only vegetation besides L.
purpurea in the habitat (Cummins 1895).

Taxonomic notes: Cummins (1895) re-
corded that the upper lip of L. purpurea is
subacutely 1-toothed below the apex on both
sides. However, we found no distinct “tooth”
either on our fresh materials or from the high-
resolution type photo offered by the Kew
herbarium. Since other features fit smoothly,
we still applied the name L. purpurea to the
population we found in Taiwan and await fur-
ther confirmation from the type locality.

In habit, L. purpurea is close to L.
clandestina L. in that they both have almost
subterranean corymbose inflorescences and
relatively long corolla tubes. Even so, L.



Taiwan J For Sci 25(3): 265-9, 2010

purpurea can easily be distinguished from
L. clandestina by the sparsely leafy stems,
densely silky scale-like leaves which are ad-
axially villous, and unlobed calyx tube with a
truncate and slightly undulate apex.

Other specimens examined: TATWAN.
Nantou Co.: Hohuanshan, 6 Aug 2007, S. W.
Chung 9097 (TAIF); Hsiaofengkou, 29 July
2007, T. C. Hsu 899 (TAIF); same local, 17
Aug 2008, C. M. Wang 12265 (TNM).
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