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A taxonomic re-assessment of Ammocharis herrei and Cybistetes longifolia 
(Amaryllideae: Amaryllidaceae)
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ABSTRACT

The infructescence of the poorly known Ammocharis herrei F.M. Leight. is similar to that which is diagnostic for Cybistetes 
longifolia (L.) Milne-Redh. & Schweick. In the absence of distinct morphological differences A. herrei is placed into synonymy 
under C. longifolia. Plants of the amplified C. longifolia have fewer, large seeds in Namaqualand and the Richtersveld and 
smaller, more numerous seeds in the Western Cape. This pattern is postulated to reflect divergent strategies of resource 
allocation in different habitats. It is suggested that the infructescence of C. longifolia. a highly derived structure suited to 
tumbling, evolved from the unspecialised condition in Ammocharis as an adaptation to the high winds of southwestern Africa.

UITTREKSEL

Die vrugstadiumbloeiwyse van die betreklik onbekende Ammocharis herrei F.M. Leight. is soortgelyk aan die wat 
diagnostics is vir Cybistetes longifolia (L.) Milne-Redh. & Schweick. In die afwesigheid van duidelike morfologiese verskille, 
word A. herrei in sinonimie onder C. longifolia geplaas. Plante van die vergrole C. longifolia het minder, groot sade in 
Namakwaland en die Richtersveld en kleiner. meer sade in die Wes-Kaap. Die veronderstelling word gemaak dal hierdie patroon 
uiteenlopende strategiee van hulpbrontoewysing in verskillende habitats weerspieel. Daar word voorgestel dat die 
vrugstadiumbloeiwyse van C. longifolia, 'n hoogs afgeleide struktuur wat kan rol. van die ongespesialiseerde toestand by 
Ammacharis as 'n aanpassing by die sterk winde van suidwestelike Afrika ontwikkel het.

INTRODUCTION

The monotypic Cybistetes Milne-Redh. & Schweick. 
is a Western Cape representative of Amaryllidaceae tribe 
Amaryllideae with a specialised infructescence in which 
the pedicels elongate, spread apart, stiffen and ultimately 
radiate equally in all directions. Its separation from the 
widely distributed sub-Saharan Ammocharis Herb, was 
based on the interpretation of Milne-Redhead & Schweick- 
erdt (1939) that the pedicels of the infructescence and the 
dry. strongly ribbed capsules constitute a substantially dis­
tinct set of characters from the basic infructescence struc­
ture of Ammocharis in which the pedicels neither reflex 
nor elongate and the fruits remain submembranous and 
subglobose. This treatment, however, rendered uncertain 
the taxonomic position of A. herrei F.M. Leight. whose 
fruits have remained unknown until now.

Even in the absence of fruiting material. Milne-Red- 
head & Schweickerdt (1939) commented on the close 
resemblance of the type of A. herrei to the Western Cape 
species, C. longifolia (L.) Milne-Redh. & Schweick. They 
noted differences, however, in inflorescence characters 
and ovule numbers.

Several recent collections of Amaryllidaceae from the 
Richtersveld in the Northern Cape Province match the type 
of A. herrei. which consists of leaves and an inflorescence 
from a bulb originally collected by H. Herre south of Kom-
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maggas. Namaqualand in the Northern Cape Province and 
later cultivated at the Stellenbosch University Garden. The 
position and status of this taxon are re-assessed and the 
current data on the fruits and seeds of Cybistetes are dis­
cussed.

INFRUCTESCENCE, INFLORESCENCE AND 

OVULE NUMBER

The new infructescence data given here were taken 
from three recent collections of Amaryllidaceae from the 
Richtersveld [Van Jaarsveld et al. 3511 (NBG, PRE), G. 
& F. Williamson 4626 (K. MO. NBG. PRE) and G. & F. 
Williamson 4637 (NBG, PRE)]. They augment the pre­
viously collected flowering data of A. herrei from the 
same area [Hall 592 (NBG). Williamson 2943, 2944 and 
Williamson & Gassner 2925 (BOL)]. This new material 
has roughly spherical, stiff, infructescences with long 
pedicels and dry indehiscent capsules (Figure IB. C). 
These characters fully match those diagnostic for Cybis­
tetes and clearly align the material with this genus.

Milne-Redhead & Schweickerdt (1939) had noted that 
in A. herrei the number of flowers per umbel is greater, 
the pedicels are longer and the number of ovules (2-4) 
per locule is smaller than is usual for C. longifolia (8-19). 
These differences are reduced, however, by the subsequent 
collections of Hall 1081 and Snijman 435, 1314 at NBG & 
PRE. from near Vanrhynsdorp. Observations based on all 
the available material at BOL. NBG. PRE and STE show 
that plants of C. longifolia from the south have 13-40- 
flowered umbels and pedicels up to 100-210 mm long; 
those from further north near Vanrhy nsdorp have 35—47-
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FIGURE 1.— Cybistetes longifolia on the alluvial plains of the Orange River, Richtersveld. A, solitary bulb with two inflorescences; B, developing 
infructescence showing damage by a snout beetle (Brachycerus sp.); C, dispersed infructescence having released its seeds through tumbling; 
D, leaves withering back after a short growth flush in February.

flowered umbels and pedicels up to 125-175 mm long; 
whereas the Richtersveld plants from yet further north, 
have 37-90 flowers per umbel and pedicels up to 100-150 
mm long. Data on variation in ovule number in plants 
from throughout the range are lacking but differences in 
the abundance of seed per capsule from plants within the 
Western Cape, near Vanrhynsdorp and the Northern Cape 
in the Richtersveld support the observations of Milne- 
Redhead & Schweickerdt (1939) on divergent ovule num­
bers from plants (Table 1). Infructescences collected near 
Vanrhynsdorp and Namaqualand have a greater maximum 
number of seeds per capsule than the fruiting material 
collected in the Richtersveld. The capsules from the south 
also tend to be longer and narrower than those in the north 
(Figure 2). The differences, however, are not discrete and 
the increase in seed number per capsule from the north

to the south appears to be continuous. There is also an 
inverse relationship between seed size and seed number 
per capsule within the species’ distribution range (Table 
1). Thus plants in the Richtersveld and Namaqualand tend 
to have especially large seeds (up to 29 mm across) 
whereas the seeds of those in the south are smaller (7-19 
mm across) (Figure 2). Seed size within a capsule is 
nevertheless variable throughout the distribution range.

DISCUSSION

In the absence of any vegetative, floral or clearly dis­
continuous fruiting characters to distinguish A. herrei from 
the variable C. longifolia, we propose that A. herrei is 
conspecific with C. longifolia (L.) Milne-Redh. & Schweick. 
but that plants of C. longifolia produce few, large seeds in

TABLE 1.—Seed number and seed size in individual plants of Cybistetes longifolia throughout the distribution range

Locality Grid Collector
Maximum no. 

of seeds per capsule
Range in seed size 

(mm)

Gordon's Bay 3418 BB Duncan s.n. (a) 14 9-15
(b) 12 7-15
(c) 7 10-19

Near Vanrhynsdorp 3118 DA Snijman 1314 (a) 16 5-29
(b) 8 10-25

Annisrivier 2816 BD Williamson 4639 6 9-27

Beauvallon 2816 DA Williamson 4637 6 10-20

Beauvallon 2816 DA Williamson 4702 3 10-20
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FIGURE 2.— Variation in size of capsules and seeds of Cybistetes long i f  alia. A, disintegrating capsule revealing many seeds from Gordon’s Bay, 
Western Cape (Duncan s.n.); B, seed from Gordon’s Bay (Duncan s.n.); C, capsules and seed from Beauvallon, Richtersveld (Williamson 
4637); D, large seed from Annisrivier, Richtersveld (Williamson 4639). Scale bars: 10 mm.

the semi-arid environments of the Richtersveld and Nama- 
qualand, and many, relatively small seeds in the more equ­
able south. Accordingly A. herrei is treated here as a 
synonym of C. longifolia.

As regards the comparative biology of individuals 
within the amplified C. longifolia, the most noteworthy 
variables are seed size and seed number. According to 
Harper et. al. (1970) and Stebbins (1974) seed size and 
seed number represent alternative strategies in the disposi­
tion of reproductive resources. However, due to divergent 
and often conflicting advantages and disadvantages of 
seed size versus seed number, most plant species have 
evolved compromise strategies which depend on various 
conditions of their habitat as well as their evolutionary 
ancestry (Stebbins 1974). In the Richtersveld the annual 
vegetative growth period of C  longifolia is often more 
variable and shorter than that of plants in the Western 
Cape whose foliage leaves are green for five to six months 
throughout the winter rainfall season. The fleshy seeds of 
C. longifolia, which germinate immediately after being 
shed in autumn, are potentially susceptible to desiccation 
injury before the onset of winter rain. Thus within the 
constraints of the restricted and unpredictable growing 
season for C. longifolia in the semi-arid Richtersveld and 
Namaqualand the selection of large seeds, which have op­
timal reserves for their initial growth, appears to have been 
favoured at the expense of seed numbers. In contrast, the 
more reliable growing season of the Western Cape may 
have promoted the selection of large seed numbers over 
seed size to increase the probability that some seeds lodge 
in suitably open habitats amongst the otherwise densely 
vegetated communities of this region.

In several evolutionary lines Stebbins (1970) observed 
the transference of function of a particular structure. A 
notable example is the functional shift in the fruit wall 
from that of providing protection for developing ovules 
to one of effecting the dispersal of mature seeds. This 
pattern is paralleled in Ammocharis and Cybistetes whose 
indehiscent fruit walls initially protect the fleshy seeds 
during development, but thereafter effect divergent disper­
sal strategies.

The lax infructescences of Ammocharis, which favours 
seasonally moist habitats, initially elongate then flop to 
the ground, releasing their seeds close to the parent plants. 
In contrast, the indehiscent fruits of Cybistetes, which in­
habits open, dry situations, become dry, rigid capsules, 
that radiate outward to form a sphere which then tumbles 
in the wind (Markotter 1936; Martley 1938; Milne-Red- 
head & Schweickerdt 1939) (Figure 1C). Following the 
concept of transference of function (Stebbins 1974), it is 
postulated that the basic protective function of the fruits 
has shifted to include a derived dispersive function in 
Cybistetes, where the entire infructescence serves as the 
unit of dispersal. Clearly, the specialised infructescence 
characters defined by Milne-Redhead & Schweickerdt 
(1939) as separating Cybistetes from Ammocharis are 
highly integrated and functionally interrelated to effect 
dispersal by tumbling (anemogeochory of Van der Pijl
1982). It does not seem unlikely that this syndrome of 
characters evolved from a most recent common ancestor 
within Ammocharis as an adaptation to the high winds of 
the Western Cape which probably date from the inception 
of its Mediterranean-type climate in the Late Pliocene 
(Deacon et al. 1992; Tankard & Rogers 1978). This in­


