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THE genus Ascyrum, a member of the Hypericaceae (Gulti-
ferae of some authors), has not been studied monographically
since Coulter’s treatment for the Synoptical Flora of North
America (1897). Several regional interpretations of the genus
have been published during the past fifty years but none of
them 1s adequate for the entire range of the genus.

The present study i1s based upon approximately 3800 speci-
mens which were kindly lent by the curators of the following
herbaria. The herbarium abbreviations used are those recom-
mended by Lanjouw and Stafleu (1956).

cine, University of Cinemnati; cLems, Clemson Agricultural College;
pUKE, Duke University; ¥, Chicago Natural History Museum; FLAS,
Florida Agricultural Experiment Station; ca, University of Georgia;
Geo, XEmory University; GH, Gray Herbarium; inp, Indiana University;
K, Roval Botaniec Garden, Kew; Lsu, Louisiana State University; MicH,
University of Michigan; missa, Mississippr State College; mo, Missouri
Botanical Garden; ncsc, North Carolina State College; ncu, University
of North Carolina; ~o, Tulane University; Ny, New York Botanical
Garden; okrL, University of Oklahoma; os, Ohio State University;
PENN, University of Pennsylvania; pa, Academy of Natural Sciences;
smMu, Southern Methodist University; TENN, University of Tennessee;
TEX, University of Texas; us, United States National Herbarium; vps,
Vanderbilt University; wva, West Virginia University; also the Univer-
sity of Louisville, Ky., and University of South Carolina.

Only a limited number of representative specimens are cited
for most of the taxa involved. A complete list of all specimens

1 Condensed and revised from a thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the re-
quirements for the degree of Master of Science at the University of Georgia, June 1956,
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examined 1n this study may be found in the original thesis at the
Library of the University of GGeorgia.
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HISTORICAL ACCOUNT

Plants of the genus Ascyrum were perhaps first described by
Plumier (1703) in his genus Hypericoides. In the ‘“Genera
Plantarum” (1737) Linnaeus established the genus Ascyrum
for these plants. Although Linnaeus (1753) described three
species 1t 1s most probable that his concepts of the genus were
based entirely upon citations from other authors rather than
on actual herbarium material. Torrey and Gray (1840) were
the first to suggest that Linnaeus had no specimens of the genus
prior to 1758. Both Jackson (1912) and Savage (1945) concur
in the same belief from their studies of the Linnaean herbarium.
As a result, considerable nomenclatural confusion i1s evident
in the treatments of Linnaeus which persisted until Fernald’s
discussion of the A. hypericoides complex in 1936.

The first comprehensive monographic treatment of Ascyrum
appeared in Choisy’s study of the Hypericaceae (1821). Six
species and one variety were recognized. Sixteen years later,
a more extensive but less discerning study of the genus was
published by Spach (1836). This treatment, illustrating an ex-
treme of taxonomic interpretation, was based upon msufficient
material and lacked field study. It i1s significant that the Amer-
ican taxonomists Coulter (1886, 1897), Chapman (1897), and
Mohr (1901), who possessed field experience with the genus,
did not follow Spach’s interpretation. The next monographie
treatment of Ascyrum was by Coulter m 1886. His study
followed closely the concepts of Torrey and Gray (1840).
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(FEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION

The genus Ascyrum, as circumscribed in this study, is re-
stricted to North America. Although the Himalayan A.
filicaule Dyer, the type (K) of which I have examined, possesses
certain characters traditionally assigned to this genus, I cannot
include 1t within Ascyrum sensu stricto. Like American Ascy-
rums, this species has a tetramerous calyx and corolla, the
sepals i two unequal pairs, but its herbaceous habit precludes
1its being considered as congeneric with the American taxa.
No change 1 1ts status seems desirable at this time, however,
masmuch as a thorough study of the related genus Hypericum
should be made before any such alteration can be justified.

The six taxa of Ascyrum are found primarily in southeastern
United States and three species occur only in the extreme
southeastern part of the area. Two other taxa range south
of the glacial boundary from New Jersey to eastern Texas.
Another species may be found over most of this area, but also
occurs 1n the West Indies and along the Eastern Escarpment
in Central America as far south as Honduras.

DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE (FZENUS

Whether or not Ascyrum should be recognized as generically
distinet from Hypericum 1s 1 question. The basis for the
recognition of Ascyrum 1s the cruciate tetramerous calyx and
corolla, with the sepals of two unequal pairs. Hypericum
has traditionally been separated on the basis of pentamerous
petals and sepals, the outer more or less equal. Yet, various
authors have suggested that the two taxa may not actually be
distinct. Coulter (1897) stated: ‘““The propriety of a generic
separation from Hypericum 1s very doubtful.” Kssentially
the same view was held by Keller (1925) who pointed out that
“reversions’’ to the pentamerous condition occasionally occurs
in individual flowers of certain species of Ascyrum. Field
observations made during the course of the present study indicate
that pentamerous corollas are to be found occasionally in all
species of Ascyrum, one of the petals usually being considerably
reduced in size. The comparative study of stem anatomy by
Vestal (1937) indicates that Ascyrum species differ very little
from the woody members of the genus Hypericum.
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('rookea microsepala ('I'. & (5.) Small, geographically restricted
to the vieinity of Tallahassee, Florida, where both Ascyrum and
Hypericum species are abundant, serves as a ‘““‘connecting link”’
and further obscures the distinction between the two genera.
This species possesses the typically tetramerous corolla and
calyx ot Ascyrum, but has the sepals in two nearly equal pairs.
Vegetatively, Crookea exhibits a general hypericum-like aspect
and frequently the pentamerous floral condition of Hypericum.
Tetramerous and pentamerous flowers may occur in this species
on the same mdividual plant.

The occurrence of mequilateral sepals in certain species of
Hypericum further suggests that that genus may not be generi-
cally distinet from Ascyrum. Hypericum Bissellit Robinson
from Southington, Connecticut, and H. macrosepalum Rehder
from western Szechuan, China, both have two sepals which
are considerably larger than the other three. These species,
however, both known from limited material only, may represent
teratological forms.

Despite all of the evidence presented above, 1t seems best
to mamtain Ascyrum as a genus until such time as the closely
related Crookea and Hypericum can be studied and the generic
[imits within the family clarified.

These three genera may be distinguished by the following key:
Sepals typically four, in more or less unequal pairs, the

outer pair usually much larger than the inner; petals
mostly four.

Outer pair of sepals very much larger than the mner. . ... .. .. A scyrum.

Outer and mmner pairs of sepals nearly equal 1n size . . . .. .. ... Crookea.
Sepels five, typically approximately equal; petals mostly

BV 2ik 0 % Pk D B Rl ST e AR B A AR T e e ekt Huypericum.

SYSTEMATIC TREATMENT
Ascyrum L. Gen. Pl. 231. 1737; Sp. Pl. 1: 787. 1753.

Hypericovdes Adanson, Fam. Pl. 2: 443. 1763.

Low, evergreen shrubs. Stems simple, sparsely branched or dichoto-
mously branched above, ycunger stems two-edged or winged. Root
system usually of one main taproot with several fibrous laterals. leaves
simple, oppcesite, exstipulate, entire, firm or coriaceous, merely sessile
to clesely clasping, superficially punctste with numercus translucent

internal glands, venation pinnate, the lateral veins tvpieally obscure.
lowers perfect, actinomorphie, pedicellate, each subtended by 2 bract-
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lets, solitary or in small cymules, terminal or from the upper axils. Sepals
4, herbaceous, In 2 pairs, the outer appressed to each other in bud, usually
persistent beyond shedding of the seeds, the inner much smaller and
narrower, or obsolete. Petals 4, rarely 5, yellow, hypogynous on the
short receptacle, oblique, fugacious, cruciate, widely spreading, convolute
in the bud. Stamens numerous, distinet, or weakly connate by their
filaments at the base, scarcely clustered, marcescent. Anthers round-
ovate, versatile, dehiscing laterally by longitudinal slits. Ovary uni-
locular, of 2-3, rarely 4 carpels, with 2-4 parietal placentae bearing
numerous ovules. Styles 2-4 distinet or somewhat united below. Cap-
sule ovate, dehiscence septicidal, enclosed by the persistent sepals. Seeds
numerous, black, reticulate.—Tyvpe species: Ascyrum hypericoides L.

KREY TO THE SPECIES OF ASCYRUM

A. Styles 2; inner sepals minute or obsolete.

B. Pedicels reflexed at maturity; subtending bractlets at the
base of the pedicel, remote from the sepals........ .. 1. A. pumilum.

B. Pedicels erect, even at maturity; subtending bractlets near
the apexr of the pedicel, approximate the sepals....2. A. hypericoides.

A. Styles 3-4; inner sepals only slightly smaller than the outer

which are 9-20 mm. long, 6-18 mm. wide.
C. Sepals and leaves distinetly unlike in shape; leaves
merely sessile.

D. Outer sepals prominently veined, the 6-7 lateral

veins conspicuous, broadly ovate or suborbicular,

obtuse or acute; plants without adventitious shoots:
the stem simple or sparsely branched. .. ........ ... 3. A. stans.

D. Outer sepals obscurely veined, the lateral veins in-

conspicuous, cordate, acuminate; plants with ad-

ventitious shoots from horizontal roots; the stems

usually dichotomously branched.. ... ... ... .. 4. A. edisonianum.
C. Sepals and leaves similar in shape; leaves strongly
BIRBEIIIE . < 5 & 25 L e s S Sl b 6 it dle W e el D. A. tetrapetalum.

1. Ascyrum pumilum Michx, FI. Bor.-Am. 2: 77. 1803,
A. pauciflorum Nutt. Gen, 2: 15. 1818,

Dimimutive shrub, 6-15(-20) em. high, with spreading branches.
Leaves linear-oblong to oval, sometimes narrowly obovate, (3-)4-8(-10)
mm. long, 1-3 mm. wide, ascending to somewhat spreading, midvein
shightly elevated beneath, venation otherwise obscure. Pedicels (5-)
7—-10(=12) mm. long, reflexed at maturity, the bractlets basal. Outer
sepals oval to ovate, (4-)5-7(-8) mm. long, (4-)4.5-6(—8) mm. wide,
obtuse to acute, very similar to the leaves in color and texture, Inner
sepals minute or obsolete. Petals often unequal, obovate, (4-)5-6(-8)
mm. long, 1.5-4(=5) mm. wide. Styles 2, more or less united. Flowering
during spring and early summer. Type locality: “Hab. in Georgia.”
Type: presumably in the Michaux Herbarium, Muséum d’Histoire
Naturelle de Paris, not seen.
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DISTRIBUTION: Dry, sandy, open pinelands of the Coastal Plain 1n
Bladen County, North Carolina, Berkeley County, South Carolina,
southern Georgia, northern and western Florida, lower Alabama, south-
eastern Mississippi, and St. Tammany Parish, Louisiana. Map 1.

This 1s a relatively poorly collected species, probably due to
the small size of the plants, their low, mnconspicuous habit,
and the fugacious nature of the petals which usually fall by mid-
day. The species is known from only three stations in the

ASCYRUM TETRAPETALUM .~
MAP l )
-
® ASCYRUM PUMILUM 2
A ASCYRUM EDISONIANUM ( }

Carolinas. Additional collections are needed, theretore, to
determine the northern limit of its range. The elongated
pedicels which are more or less reflexed at maturity, the sepals
which are wider than the leaves, and the rather small size of
the plants serve to distinguish this species. Morphologically,
it 1s quite uniform throughout its range, probably the least
variable species of the genus.

REPRESENTATIVE SPECIMENS.—Alabama. Covington Co.: Hardin &
Duncan 14974 (Ga). Florida. Baker Co.: West & Arnold 25 Apnil
1940 (rras). Columbia Co.: Nash 2211 (GH, MICH, MO, NY, US). Duval
Co.: Curtiss 246 (¥, FLAS, GH, MISSA, MO, NY, PH, Us). Georgia. Camden
Co.: Moldenke 1180 (pukg, Mo, NY, PENN). Dodge Co.: Duncan
5035 (aa). Effingham Co.: Leeds & Harper 2671 (pH). Thomas Co.;
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Adams 30 (Ga). Louisiana. St. Tammany Parish: Bougere 2006 (Lsv).
Mississippi. Harrison Co.: Tracy 4489 (v, MICH, MO, NY, 08, US). Jack-
son Co.: Donald May 1930 (Mi1ssa). North Carolina. Bladen Co.:
Wood 8499 (GH).

2. Ascyrum hypericoides L. Sp. Pl. 788. 1753, as to Plumier’s plant,
Hypericovdes frutescens erecta, floreo luteo.

Shrubs, erect or ascending, (3-)5-12(-15) dm. tall, or decumbent
and somewhat diffuse, (8-)10-20(-30) em. tall, simple or sparsely branched
below, or with numerous slender stems arising from the base, with or
without long axillary branchlets, stems in age reddish-brown, with bark
exfoliating 1in shreds. Leaves sessile, linear to oblanceolate, (5-)7-25
(=34) mm. long, (1-)1.5-6(-8.5) mm. wide, narrowed to the base, the
apex obtuse or rounded, the margins shightly revolute, midvein slightly
elevated at base, venation otherwise obscure. Pedicels 3-6 mm. long,
with small bractlets borne near the apex. Outer sepals highly variable
in shape and size, (5-)6-11(-12.5) mm. long, (2-)3-12(-13) mm. wide,
broadly ovate, cordate, often subeordate at base, ovate-elliptic to elliptic,
obtuse to acute, obscurely 3-5-veined. Inner sepals minute or obsolete.
Petals narrowly oblong-elliptie, (7—)8-11(-12) mm. long, 2-4(-5) mm.
wide. Styles 2. Capsule included or exserted at maturity. Flowering
during summer and early fall, or throughout the year in the more southern

parts of the range.

This species 1s quite variable as to the size and shape of the
leaves and sepals, characters previously considered important
in the segregation of varieties. This variability, in addition
to the fact that Linnaeus’ concepts concerning Ascyrum (1753)
were derived apparently from the writings of other authors,
has resulted 1n considerable nomenclatural and taxonomic
confusion. As already indicated, 1t 1s possible that Linnaeus
did not have specimens of the genus at hand 1n 1753. At that
time Ascyrum consisted of three species. Of these, A. Crua-
Andreae has been shown to be Hypericum mutilum by Torrey
and Gray (1840). From the second edition of Species Plantarum
(1763) 1t may be noted that Linnaeus’ concept of A. Cruzx-
Andreae changed. Torrey and Gray, as well as later authors,
have used the name m this altered Linnaean sense, but, as
Fernald (1936) pointed out, ‘. . . such a procedure 1s no longer
justified, since A. Cruxz-Andreae of ed. 1 [Sp. Pl.|] was merely
Hypericum mutilum.””  Another species, A. hypericoides, in the
1753 treatment of Linnaeus was a mixture, as Torrey and Gray
(1840) and Fernald (1936) have shown. Of the four references
to previous authors which Linnaeus gave for this species, only
the Plumier citation can be considered as applicable,
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This extremely polymorphic species has been variously -
terpreted by post-Linnaean students of the genus. Spach
(1833) recognized five separate species in this complex, but,
as pointed out above, his treatment reflects a lack of field study
and was based upon isufficient herbarium material. It s
to be noted that four of Spach’s segregates of A. hypericoudes
were promptly reduced to synonymy by Torrey and Gray (1840).
In 1886 Coulter interpreted this complex as comprising two
species, but, eleven years later (1897), he united these taxa,
commenting that ‘. the attempt to maintain two distinet
species seems untenable.” A more satisfactory interpretation
of A. hypericoides was presented by Fernald (1936), who recog-
nized three varieties. The complex was considered to be com-
posed of a single species by Gleason (1952) whose treatment,
judging from the nature of the format, obviously de-emphasized
Fernald’s three varieties.

The results of the present study of the genus indicate that
A. hypericoides 1s best considered as a single wide-ranging,
extremely polymorphic species of two well-defined varieties.
One of these, var. multicaule, 1s a many-stemmed plant ot
decumbent form, with a generally more northern distribution.
The highly variable assemblage of erect forms, of more southern
distribution, comprise var. hypericoides. This interpretation
is based upon the analysis of several hundred herbarium speci-
mens and extensive field observations.

The conspicuous differences in growth habit serve to dis-
tinguish the two varieties of this species. Individual plants
of A. hypericoides var. multicaule have several stems which
arise from the primary rootstock near ground level and lie more
or less prostrate upon the ground. Each of these decumbent
stems bears numerous erect branches, so as to form a low,
diffuse mat which may reach 3 to 4 dm. i diameter. By con-
trast, var. hypericoides has an erect habit of growth and may
attain a height of 1 meter. Typically with only one main stem,
these plants usually branch repeatedly well above ground level.
[f the primary stem has been injured mechanically or by fire,
however, a different habit of growth may be produced. Such
plants, generally regarded as “stump sprouts”, are characterized
by numerous erect branches which arise from the base of the
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plant near ground level, but they do not exhibit the decumbent
habit of var. multicaule.

It has been suggested that the differences between the varieties
of A. hypericoides recognized by Fernald may be due to environ-
mental conditions (Gleason, 1952). Two of these varieties
are probably influenced considerably by habitat factors, but
it 1s very doubtful that the distinctive growth form of var.
multicaule 18 the result of such environmental modification.
Numerous mstances are known i which both the decumbent
var. multicaule and the erect var. hypericoides grow immediately
adjacent or only a few feet from one another. It seems obvious
that such gross differences in growth habit cannot be attributed
solely to extrinsice factors.

While there 1s some presumptive evidence which suggests
that the A. hypericoides complex might be composed of two
distinet species, no constant floral differences are known which
substantiate such a separation. Both Coulter (1897) and
Fernald (1936) were unsuccessful in their search for floral
characters upon which to elevate these varieties to specific
status. Similar negative results have been obtained in the pres-
ent studv. Even though both varieties have been observed in
close proximity, no intergradation in growth habit has been

detected.
KEY TO THE VARIETIES OF A. HYPERICOIDES

A. Plants erect in habit, usually with a single main stem 3-8 dm.

tall, freely branched well above the ground level; leaves

extremely variable in size and shape, usually linear-elliptic

to linear-oblong, broadest near the middle. . ... ............

................................. 2a. A. hypericordes var. hypericoudes.
A. Plants decumbent in habit, with several prostrate stems

arising from the primary rootstock near ground level, each

with numerous erect branches 1-2(-3) dm. tall, forming low,

compact mats 3—4 dm. in diameter; leaves generally uniform in

size and shape, usually oblanceolate, broadest above the mid-
o IR S e S I SR S 2b. A. hypericoides var. multicaule.

2a. Ascyrum hypericoides L. var. hypericoides.

Ascyrum Hypericoides 1.. Sp. Pl. 2: 788. 1753, as to Plumier’s plant;
ed. 2, 2: 1108. 1763, excl. Plukenet reference (fide T. & G. Fl. N. Am.
1: 671. 1840). A. Crux-Andreae B angustifolium Nutt. Gen. 2: 16.
1818. A. lLinifolium Spach, Hist. Nat. Vég. 5: 459. 1836. A. oblong:-
folium Spach, Hist. Nat. Vég. 5: 461. 1836. A. montanum Raf. Sylva
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Tellur. 16. 1838. A. Plumieri Bortol. in Mem. Ace. Sci. Bolog. 4:
77. 1853. A. macrosepalum S. Brown in Britton, Jour. N. Y. Bot.
Gard. 13: 192. 1912.  A. Hypericoides L. var. typicum Fernald, Ruo-
DORA 38: 432. 1936. A. Hypericoides L. var. oblongifolium (Spach)
Fernald, Ruopora 38: 433. 1936. Type locality: “Hab. in Jamaica.”
Neotvpe: specimen number 944.2 in the Linnaean Herbarium (GH,
photograph examined).

Distribution: Dry, open, sandy woods to moist, shady, rich woods
and thickets from southern Virginia, westward into southern Missouri
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and southeastern Oklahoma, southward into Texas and Florida; also
in Bermuda, Bahama Islands, Cuba, Haiti, Dominican Republie, Puerto
Rico, Jamaica, the Eastern Escarpment of Mexico, and the highlands
of Guatemala and Honduras. wmap 3.

The designation of a neotype is necessitated by the following
facts. First, Linnaeus most probably based his concept of
A. hypericoides (1753) solely upon citations from other authors,
having no actual specimens at hand. As shown previously,










































