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NYMPHAEACEAE
Perennial or sometimes annual aquatics with rhizomes or tubers; plant sometimes with short
spines. Stipule present or absent. Leaves floating, spirally arranged on rhizome; petiole long;
blade simple or with filiform lobes, rolled and submerged when young, later usually
somewhat orbicular and cordate or peltate, palmately nerved; margins entire to toothed.
Flowers emergent, solitary, axillary, bisexual, actinomorphic, hypogynous to epigynous,
parts spirally arranged, usually conspicuous, fragrant. Sepals 4–6 (14). Petals usually
8–numerous inserted around top of ovary, usually free, often grading into stamens, often with
dorsal nectaries. Stamens 3–many, free, sometimes inserted on corolla tube; filaments
filiform to triangular; anthers linear, 4-celled, introrse, dehiscing longitudinally, connective
often with an apical appendage. Gynoecium of 3–35 carpels united to form a superior to
inferior, compound, multilocular ovary; ovules numerous in each locule, anatropous or
orthotropous; style short (if present); stigmas either discoid or linear, sometimes 2-lobed,
often radiating. Fruit a syncarpous berry, irregularly dehiscent or indehiscent. Seeds arillate,
usually with endosperm and perisperm.
A cosmopolitan family of six genera and c. 60 species. One genus and five species occur on
the floodplains.
Taxonomic references: Royen (1962), Jacobs (1994).

NYMPHAEA L.
Perennials with rhizomes or tubers, sometimes annual. Leaf blades peltate or subpeltate,
usually with a deep sinus on one side, usually glabrous; margins entire to dentate. Sepals
4 (5), hypogynous. Petals numerous, free, hypogynous to epigynous. Stamens numerous,
adnate to the apical margin of the ovary or lower, diminishing in size towards the centre of
flower. Ovary superior, many-carpellate; carpels whorled; ovules numerous, anatropous;
placentas lamellate. Style absent; stigmas equal in number to carpels, with or without apical
appendage. Berry maturing underwater on the often coiled peduncle, spongy, many-seeded,
remnants of petals, stamens and stigmas frequently persisting, ovary wall breaking down to
release seeds. Seeds floating while held in a sack-like, membranous, air-filled aril which
releases the seed after a few hours in water; starchy endosperm and perisperm present. Water
Lilies.
A cosmopolitan genus of c. 40 species. Seven native species in NT, with five on the northern
floodplains. Introduced cultivars are occasionally grown in NT.
In addition to the species treated here, N. gigantea Hook. and N. immutabilis S.W.L.Jacobs
are recorded from more southern parts of NT (Jacobs & Porter, in prep.). Both species are
endemic to Australia, with N. gigantea occurring in NT, Qld and NSW and reaching the
western extent of its range on the eastern Barkly Tablelands. Nymphaea immutabilis occurs
in the monsoonal and semiarid tropics (WA, NT, Qld) and in NT is known from near
Wycliffe Well. Neither species has been recorded from the floodplains.
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Nymphaea

The seeds, stems and tubers of N. macrosperma and N. violacea are widely eaten by
Aboriginal people in the Top End (e.g. Wightman & Smith, 1989; Wightman et al., 1991;
Yunupingu et al., 1995; Marrfurra et al., 1995).
Reported to be pollinated by beetles, butterflies, moths and syrphid flies (Mabberley, 1987).
1

Outer staminal filaments narrowly triangular or oblong, mostly 1.5–9 mm wide at base; stigma apices
each with a triangular to linear incurved appendage, 1–8 mm long; leaves shortly hairy or glabrous
below ................................................................................................................................................. 2

1:

Outer staminal filaments linear, less than 1.5 mm wide; stigma apices lacking appendages; leaves
glabrous below ................................................................................................................................... 3
2

Leaf margins entire to slightly sinuate; blade glabrous below; stigmas 12 or fewer; petals pale purple
or white-pink; sepals green with purple striations (1) ...................................................... N. nouchali

2:

Leaf margins slightly to coarsely dentate; blade pubescent below; stigmas 12 or more; petals whitepink; sepals green with white ribs ................................................................................ N. pubescens

3

Leaf margins with spinose teeth 1–5 mm long on undersurface fed by prominent veins; seeds 3–3.5 mm
long (1:) ............................................................................................................................................. 4

3:

Leaf margins sinuate or sometimes dentate, any teeth not spinose and on undersurface not fed by
prominent veins; seeds less than 2 mm long......................................................................................... 6
4

Anthers to 5 mm long; teeth on leaf margins to 3 mm long (3)................................. N. macrosperma

4:

Anthers more than 5 mm long; teeth on leaf margins to 5 mm long .................................................. 5

5

Anthers to 11 mm long; hairs on seeds in more or less continuous rows (Barkly Tableland) (4:) .............
........................................................................................................................................ †N. gigantea

5:

Anthers to 15 mm long; hairs on seeds absent, scattered or in irregular rows (southern NT) ....................
...................................................................................................................................†N. immutabilis
6

Undersurface of leaves green; sepals green; petals acute, white; flowers weakly scented; anthers
often with a black gland at base (3:) ..............................................................................N. hastifolia

6:

Undersurface of leaves reddish to purplish; sepals green with purple striations; petals obtuse, purple,
blue or white; flowers strongly scented; anthers lacking a black gland at base...................N. violacea

† These two species not found in the floodplain region and not treated further in this book.

N. hastifolia Domin
Short-lived perennials or annuals, glabrous; tuber smooth, ovoid, to c. 3 cm long. Petioles to
0.8 m long, 1–3 mm diam. Blades ovate-elliptic to elliptic, 4–16.5 cm long, 3–12 cm wide,
glabrous throughout; veins 5–8 pairs at base, not raised below; undersurface usually green
with reddish margin; sinus closed to narrow; basal lobes obtuse; margins more or less
sinuate; apex rounded. Flowers faintly scented, day-opening. Sepals 4 or 5, green, narrowly
ovate to narrowly elliptic, 20–50 mm long, 8–11 mm wide, 10–13-nerved; apex acute. Petals
25–32, white, narrowly elliptic to narrowly oblanceolate, 20–40 mm long, 4–10 mm wide;
apex acute to subacuminate. Stamens less than 150, separated from petals, 5–25 mm long;
filaments linear, 3–14 mm long, c. 1 mm wide; anthers 1.5–7 mm long; connective extension
to 1.5 mm long. Stigmas 10–16, oblanceolate, 3–4 mm long, lacking apical appendages.
Berry broadly ellipsoidal, c. 2 cm long, 1.7 cm diam. Seeds green, broadly ellipsoidal to
globular, 1–1.5 mm long, 1–1.2 mm diam., minutely longitudinally ridged, glabrous; aril
obconical. Flowering: Jan.–Mar. Fruiting: Feb.–May. Plate 16, Fig. 9 (Leach 4330; Booth
205).
Restricted to the Kimberley region of WA and northern NT. Reasonably common in NT
where known from near the Victoria River to Arafura Swamp. Grows during the wet season
in shallow water mostly less than 0.5 m deep fringing shallow billabongs, floodplain backwater swamps and in ephemeral swamps, usually on the landward margin of N. violacea.
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N. macrosperma Merr. & L.M.Perry
N. dictyophlebia Merr. & L.M.Perry
N. gigantea auct. non Hook.

Perennials, glabrous. Petioles to c. 2.5 m long, 2–4 mm diam. Blades ovate-elliptic to
orbicular, 17–38 cm long, 15–31 cm wide, glabrous throughout; veins 6–10 pairs at base,
conspicuous and prominent on undersurface; sinus closed to narrow; basal lobes spinescent;
margins dentate; teeth more or less spinescent, 1–4 mm long, spaced 1–4 cm apart; apex
rounded or retuse. Flowers sweetly scented, day-opening. Sepals 4, greenish to purple,
elliptic to narrowly oblong, 25–55 mm long, 9–25 mm wide, 8–10-nerved; apex usually
obtuse. Petals 10–18, white tinged pale purple or pale blue to dark purple, elliptic to obovate,
25–50 mm long, 11–25 mm wide; apex obtuse. Stamens 150–200, separated from petals,
6–28 mm long; filaments linear, 3.5–22 mm long, c. 0.3–0.5 mm wide; anthers 1.5–6 mm
long; connective extension less than 1 mm long. Stigmas 10–13, free from ovary in upper
half, oblanceolate, 3–7 mm long, lacking apical appendages. Berry depressed-globular,
2.5–3.5 cm diam. Seeds green, ellipsoidal, asymmetric, 3–3.5 mm long, 2.5–3 mm diam.,
with numerous longitudinal rows of short hairs. Flowering: Mar.–Dec. Fruiting: July–Oct.
Fig. 10 (Cowie 1346; Booth 1064).
New Guinea and northern Australia (WA, NT, Qld). Widespread and relatively common in
the Top End where known from the Daly River to the Koolatong River. Common at
Corroboree Billabong on the Mary River floodplain. Grows in water to 2.5 m deep, deeper
than other local nymphaeas. Usually fringing permanent billabongs, in semipermanent
drainage channels and in semipermanent back-water swamps on floodplains; mostly on
clayey soils, sometimes in slightly saline areas.

N. nouchali Burm.f.
N. minima F.M.Bailey

Annuals or perennials, glabrous; tubers obovoid, c. 22 mm long. Petioles to c. 0.5 m long,
1–3 mm diam. Blades broadly elliptic, 5–13 cm long, 4.5–10 cm wide, glabrous above and
below; veins 4 or 5 pairs at base, not raised; undersurface reddish when fresh; sinus open;
basal lobes obtuse; margins slightly sinuate. Flowers faintly scented, day-opening. Sepals 4,
green with purple striations, lanceolate, 17–44 mm long, 10–14 mm wide, 7–11-nerved; apex
acute. Petals 7–10, purple, or white tinged pink, oblong-elliptic to elliptic, 16–40 mm long,
4–11 mm wide; apex acute. Stamens 14–50, close to petals, 8–20 mm long; filaments linear
to narrowly elliptic or narrowly triangular, 3–8 mm long, 0.5–4 mm wide; anthers 1.5–8 mm
long; white connective extension to 9 mm long. Stigmas 5–12, with distinct triangular to
oblong incurved appendages 1–5 mm long. Berry globular, c. 1.7 cm long, 2.2 cm diam.
Seeds green, broadly ellipsoidal, 1–1.4 mm long, 0.8–1.1 mm diam., with a few longitudinal
ribs or rows of hairs; epidermal cells transversely linear-oblong. Flowering & fruiting:
Mar.–Aug. Fig. 10 (Cowie 2839; Leach 2855).
India to tropical Australia (NT, Qld). Widespread in the Top End but uncommon, recorded
from the Cato River in Arnhem Bay to Goose Creek on Melville Island and south to
Tipperary Station. Usually grows during the wet season in shallow water to c. 0.5 m deep, on
seasonally inundated parts of floodplains and swamps, often with a slight saline influence;
also on streams fed by hard water springs; usually on clay.
Jacobs (1994) noted that in Australia and New Guinea, the purple-flowered form grows near
the coast whilst the larger-leafed pink-flowered form occurs inland and is common at Fogg
Dam.
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N. pubescens Willd.
Perennials, most parts glabrous. Petioles to 2 m long. Blades elliptic to broadly elliptic,
11–74 cm long, 9–17 cm wide, glabrous above, reddish to purple with short, more or less
patent hairs below; veins 5–8 pairs at base, conspicuous and prominent on undersurface;
sinus usually open; basal lobes acute to rounded; margins almost entire to coarsely dentate;
teeth 1–10 mm long, spaced 6–22 mm apart. Flowers faintly scented, open at night and in the
early morning, closing mid to late morning. Peduncle not coiling during fruit development.
Sepals 4, green with white ribs, elliptic, 30–75 mm long, 13–40 mm wide, 5–7-nerved; apex
obtuse. Petals 12–16, white tinged pink towards apex, elliptic to oblong-elliptic, 30–65 mm
long, 6–28 mm wide; apex obtuse to rounded. Stamens 38–46, separated from petals,
12–32 mm long; filaments linear to narrowly triangular, 6–17 mm long, 1–9 mm wide;
anthers 5–15 mm long; connective extension less than 1 mm long. Stigmas 12–20, with
distinct narrowly triangular to oblong incurved appendages 2–8 mm long. Berry depressedglobular, 2–3.7 cm long, 3–5.5 cm diam. Seeds green, broadly ellipsoidal, 1.4–1.7 mm long,
1.2–1.5 mm diam., with numerous longitudinal rows of minute tubercles. Flowering &
fruiting: Jan.–Aug. Plates 1, 15, Figs 3, 11 (Booth 252; Cowie, DNA 28743).
India to tropical Australia (NT, Qld). In NT widespread in northern part of the Top End
where it is known from the Reynolds River floodplain to the Goromuru River floodplain.
Usually in billabongs, deeper parts of back-water swamps and drainage channels on
floodplains; on clay. Common at Fogg Dam.
Often grows with N. macrosperma and N. violacea, in intermediate water depths.

N. violacea Lehm.
N. gigantea Hook. var. violacea (Lehm.) Conard

Perennials or annuals, glabrous. Petioles to c. 2 m long, 2–4 mm diam. Blades ovate to
broadly elliptic, 6.5–31 cm long, 4–26 cm wide, glabrous throughout; veins 4–8 pairs at base,
slightly raised on undersurface; sinus open; basal lobes acute to obtuse; margins more or less
entire to sinuate or irregularly dentate; teeth not spinescent; apex obtuse to rounded. Flowers
sweetly and strongly scented, day-opening. Sepals 4, green with purple striations to
sometimes purple, lanceolate to elliptic or oblong, 30–100 mm long, 10–28 mm wide,
10–13-nerved; apex subacute to obtuse. Petals 15–32, pale blue to purple, sometimes white,
elliptic to oblong or obovate, 25–90 mm long, 8–35 mm wide; apex subacute to obtuse.
Stamens more than 150, separated from petals, 8–35 mm long; filaments linear, 5–23 mm
long, c. 1 (2) mm wide; anthers 3–11 mm long; connective extension less than 1.5 mm long.
Stigmas 14–28, oblanceolate, 3–5 mm long, lacking apical appendages. Berry depressedglobular, 2–4 cm long, 2.5–5 cm diam. Seeds dark green, ellipsoidal, 1.6–1.8 mm long,
1–1.2 mm diam., glabrous, almost smooth; epidermal cells isodiametric to oblong.
Flowering: all year. Fruiting: Mar.–Aug. Plate 18, Fig. 11 (Cowie 257).
New Guinea and tropical Australia (WA, NT, Qld). Widespread and common in the Top End
of NT, extending south to the Victoria River. Typically growing in seasonally inundated
areas to c. 2 m deep, this species can be abundant in seasonal swamps, on the floodplain
back-water swamps, billabong fringes, and along creeks and drainage channels; on clay or
sand.
The most common of the nymphaeas, N. violacea often grows in shallower water than
N. macrosperma and N. pubescens. Plants in deeper water tend to develop large, more
dentate leaves and larger flowers with more stigmas, sometimes also with dark purple sepals.
Specimens from the Victoria River area and adjacent areas of WA tend to have reddish leaf
undersurfaces.
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