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MENISPERMACEAE
L.L. Forman † & P.S. Short
Dioecious climbers, often woody, rarely trees (not Australia). Leaves spiral, often palmately nerved at
base, sometimes peltate; stipules absent. Inflorescences various in form but basically composed
of cymes, sometimes condensed or reduced. Flowers small, usually 3-merous. Sepals usually in 1 or
2 whorls of 3, sometimes 1 whorl of 4, the innermost whorl sometimes valvate and sometimes connate,
sepals rarely spirally arranged; in female sometimes reduced to 1 or 2. Petals usually 3 or 6 in 1 or 2
whorls, or absent, free or somewhat connate; in female sometimes reduced to 1 or 2. Stamens often 3 or
6, sometimes up to c. 40, often free and opposite a petal, or variously connate, sometimes forming a
peltate synandrium. Staminodes sometimes present in female. Carpels free, (1–)3 or 6–12, or up to c. 30
(not Australia); ovules 2, attached ventrally, only 1 developing. Fruits of 1–6 or more drupes sometimes
borne on a carpophore. Drupes with style-scar terminal, ventral or close to base; endocarp usually bony
and variously ornamented on at least the dorsal surface, usually with a condyle. Seed often curved,
sometimes straight; endosperm present or absent.
A family of about 70–75 genera and more than 500 species, which are almost entirely tropical. Australia
has 13 genera and 24 species. Represented in the N.T. by five genera and seven species, all of which are
treated here.
Menispermaceae are rich in alkaloids and herbage of various species has been used in Africa, Asia and
America to stun fish and to make decoctions used in dart and arrow poisons, including curare.
Taxonomic references: Forman (1986, 2007); Barneby & White (2004).
Key based on male plants
1
1:

Leaves peltate; inflorescence umbelliform or a peduncled capitulum .................
Leaves not peltate; inflorescence neither umbelliform or a peduncled
capitulum .......................................................................................................................

Stephania

2
2:

Sepals spirally arranged ................................................................................................
Sepals in distinct whorls of 3 ......................................................................................

Hypserpa
3

3
3:

Innermost whorl of sepals valvate, at least at apex .................................................
Innermost whorl of sepals imbricate .........................................................................

Tiliacora
4

4
4:

Inflorescence yellowish-pubescent, always axillary and subracemose .................
Inflorescence glabrous or puberulous, axillary or on leafless plants,
racemose or branched-spiciform ...............................................................................

Pachygone

2

Tinospora

Key based on female plants
1
1:
2
2:
3
3:

Leaves peltate; inflorescence umbelliform or a peduncled capitulum .................
Leaves not peltate; inflorescence neither umbelliform or
a peduncled capitulum .................................................................................................
Drupe with style or its scar terminal or shortly below the apex; seed straight
and almost ellipsoidal, or dorsiventrally flattened and concave ............................
Drupe with style or its scar near base; seed strongly curved, somewhat
horseshoe-shaped or bean-shaped .............................................................................
Sepals spirally arranged ................................................................................................
Sepals in distinct whorls of 3 ......................................................................................

Stephania
2
Tinospora
3
Hypserpa
4

† Lewis Leonard Forman (1929–1998), Kew botanist who specialised in the flora of south-east Asia and the family Menispermaceae.
Some distributional and ethnobotanical notes have been added but otherwise this account is essentially that supplied by him in the 1990s.
It has been checked against his treatment of the family in Flora of Australia, vol. 2: 362–386 (2007).
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4
4:

Carpels 1–6; staminodes 6; drupes not on a branched carpophore .....................
Carpels 9–12; staminodes absent; drupes borne on a shortly
branched carpophore ...................................................................................................

Pachygone
Tiliacora

HYPSERPA Miers
Woody climbers. Leaves mostly ovate to elliptic, with 1–3 pairs of basal nerves. Inflorescences axillary or
terminal, thyrsoid, or apparently paniculate or racemose (in Australia). Male flowers: sepals 7–12, spirally
arranged, outer ones minute and bracteoliform, inner ones larger, imbricate, usually glabrous; petals
3–9, fleshy, glabrous; stamens 7–c. 40, free or connate. Female flowers: sepals and petals similar to male;
staminodes absent (in Australia); carpels 2 or 3, stigma reflexed, entire, sometimes convoluted. Drupes
subcompressed-obovoid to subglobose, with style-scar near base; endocarp with two lateral hollow
chambers, sometimes each with an external aperture, dorsally smooth to rugose. Seed horseshoe-shaped,
narrow, imbedded in endosperm.
Seven or eight species from tropical south-east Asia to Polynesia; four species in Australia, with two in
the N.T. and both in the D.R.
Taxonomic references: Forman (1997, 2007).
1
1:

Young stems and lower surface of leaves whitish-tomentose to
ferruginous-pilose .............................................................................................
Young stems and lower surface of leaves puberulous or glabrous ..........

H. decumbens (Benth.) Diels
Young stems tomentose to densely pilose. Leaves
with petioles 0.5–6 cm long; lamina usually ovate
to elliptic or widely elliptic, base sometimes
hastate, 5–13 cm long, 2–8 cm wide, whitishtomentose to ferruginous-pilose below, basal
nerves 1–2 pairs. Inflorescences subracemose, 2–
3 cm long, tomentose. Male flowers on tomentose
pedicels 2–4 mm long; sepals cream, 7–8, the
outermost pubescent, inner ones widely elliptic,
2.5–3 mm long, ciliolate or glabrous; petals 3–4,
obovate, fleshy, 1.75 mm long; stamens 9–12,
1.75–2 mm long. Female flowers: carpels 2 or 3,
1.25 mm long, stigma convoluted. Drupes red,
subspherical, 5 mm diam., glabrous; endocarp
smooth, with a deeply curved groove on each
lateral face, imperforate. Flowering: c. Aug.–Mar.
Fruiting: Jan.–Feb.
Fig. 1 (Russell-Smith 2526).
Australia (N.T., Qld, N.S.W.). Only known in the
N.T. from sandstone country on Melville Island,
with plants growing in evergreen rainforest on a
permanent spring.
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H. decumbens
H. polyandra var. polyandra

H. polyandra Becc. var. polyandra
Large climber. Stems to 14 cm diam. Branchlets,
leaves and inflorescences puberulous to glabrescent. Leaves with petioles 2–4 cm long; lamina
ovate-elliptic to elliptic, 8–14 cm long, 4–7.5 cm
wide, basal nerves 1–2 pairs. Inflorescences paniculate, up 11 cm long and 6 cm wide. Male flowers
subsessile or with pedicels to 1 mm long; sepals
yellow, 7–12, larger inner ones rotund or almost
so, 2–3 mm long, margin sometimes minutely
ciliolate; petals usually 5–7, shape variable, to
1 mm long; stamens c. 20–40, connate, 1.5–2 mm
long. Female flowers: carpels 3, 0.75 mm long.
Drupes red, somewhat rotund in outline, 9–10 mm
long, glabrous; endocarp dorsally rugose, laterally
perforate. Flowering: Jan.
Fig. 1 (Russell-Smith 4584).
Ranges from south-east Indonesia to Australia
(N.T., Qld), New Guinea, Solomon Islands,
Vanuatu and Caroline Islands. Only known in
the N.T. from a single collection gathered from
evergreen vine forest on Melville Island. There
are two varieties, one occurring only in eastern
New Guinea.
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PACHYGONE Miers
Woody climbers. Leaves usually ovate or almost so, base 3–5-nerved. Inflorescences axillary, subracemose.
Male flowers: sepals usually 6, sometimes additional outer smaller ones present, imbricate; petals 6,
auriculate towards the base, clasping the opposite stamen; stamens 6, free. Female flowers: staminodes 6;
carpels 3, style reflexed, stigma entire. Drupe with style-scar near base; endocarp obovoid, subcompressed, rather smooth, laterally perforate, with a central hollow condyle around which the seed is
strongly curved. Seed without endosperm; cotyledons large, thick.
Genus of about ten species in south-east Asia, Malesia, Australia and the Pacific; one species in the N.T.
Taxonomic reference: Forman (2007).
P. ovata (Poir.) Hook.f. & Thomson
P. pubescens Benth.
P. hullsii (F. Muell.) F. Muell.
Tinospora hullsii F. Muell.

Climber, yellowish-pubescent, especially on the
inflorescences, young stems and usually the
petioles and lamina below. Leaves with petiole 2.5–
5 cm long; lamina usually ovate-lanceolate to
widely ovate, base 3–5-nerved, the main basal
nerves usually extending more than half the
length of lamina, 5–15 cm long, 3–10 cm wide,
sometimes glabrous. Inflorescences, 4–17 cm long,
with flowers often in clusters of c. 3–5. Male
flowers: pedicels usually 1–3 mm long; sepals
yellow, inner 3 or 6 elliptic to rotund, 1.5–2.5 mm

long; petals 1–1.5 mm long; stamens 1.25–1.5 mm
long. Female flowers with minute staminodes and
carpels 0.75 mm long. Drupes 7–8 mm long, drying
smooth, glabrous. Flowering: June–Aug. Fruiting:
Sept.–Nov.
Fig. 1 (Wightman 6570); Pl. 1 (Brock 162).
Northern coastal regions of Australia (W.A., N.T.,
Qld), southern India, Sri Lanka, and central and
eastern Malesia. In the Top End it extends from
the Daly River to Gove and is common in the
D.R. Grows in evergreen to deciduous vine
forest, grassland-beach scrub and coastal vine
thicket, in a wide variety of soils.

STEPHANIA Lour.
Climbers with woody or herbaceous stems. Root sometimes tuberous. Leaves peltate. Inflorescences axillary
(in Australia), umbelliform or capitate. Male flowers: sepals free, 6 or 8 in two equal or unequal whorls,
obovate; petals free, 3 or 4, widely obovate; stamens connate into a peltate synandrium, anther-cells
6–8, dehiscing horizontally. Female flowers: sepals and petals similar to male (in Australia); staminodes
absent; carpel 1, stigma shortly lobed. Drupes curved with style-scar near base, glabrous; endocarp
bearing a dorsal horseshoe-shaped band which is tuberculate or ridged, often perforate. Seed horseshoeshaped; cotyledons about equalling radicle, surrounded by endosperm.
About 35–40 species in the warmer, mainly tropical parts of the Old World; with four species in
Australia but only one in the N.T.
Taxonomic references: Forman (1986, 2007).
S. japonica (Thunb.) Miers
Leaves with petioles 3–12 cm long; lamina widely
triangular-ovate to ovate, 4–17 cm long, 4–14 cm
wide, base broadly rounded to slightly cordate,
apex usually somewhat acuminate, glabrous
above, glabrous or puberulous below. Inflorescence
a compound umbelliform cyme, 4–9 cm long,
glabrous or puberulous; flowers in dense clusters.
Male flowers white to cream, sessile or subsessile;
sepals 6 or 8, c. 1 mm long; petals 3 or 4, 0.5–
1 mm long. Female flowers: carpel 0.75–1 mm long.
FDRV1

Drupe red, usually sessile or subsessile, obovate in
outline, 4–8 mm long; endocarp usually perforate,
dorsally with transverse ridges.
Northern and eastern Australia, also to Japan,
south-east Asia and Polynesia.
The species contains three varieties, all of which
are in Australia. Two are recorded for the N.T.
but only one in the D.R.; intermediate specimens
occur.
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1
1:

Inflorescence glabrous .........
var. japonica
Inflorescence puberulous .... var. timoriensis

var. japonica
Leaves glabrous. Inflorescences glabrous, the outer
surface of the bracts and sepals sometimes
papillose. Flowering: c. Nov.–Feb.
Fig. 1 (Menkhorst 760; Parker 695); Pl. 2
(unvouchered).
Sri Lanka to eastern China, Korea, Japan, Malesia
and northern Australia (N.T., Qld). In the N.T.
only known from monsoon vine forest in
Arnhem Land.

var. timoriensis (DC.) Forman
Leaves glabrous or sparsely puberulous on the
lower surface of the lamina around the petiole.
Inflorescences crispately puberulous. Flowering: Apr.–
Sept. Fruiting: Mar.–July.
India, Malesia, Polynesia and northern Australia
(N.T., Qld). In the D.R. localities include Wagait,
Wangi Falls, Fogg Dam, Holmes Jungle, Black
Jungle and Melville Island. Extends east from the
D.R. to Groote Eylandt. Grows in sandy soils in,
and on the edges of, monsoon vine forests.
Aboriginal people boil the leaves and roots and
apply them, or the resulting liquid, to skin sores
(Blake et al. 1998).

TILIACORA Colebr.
Woody climbers or scandent bushes, branchlets with prominent discoid petiole scars. Leaves with lamina
penninerved and with basal nerves present. Inflorescences axillary or cauliflorous, subracemose, composed
of few-flowered cymes or, especially in female, of solitary flowers, without accrescent bracts. Male
flowers: sepals 6–12, in whorls of 3, the outermost smallest, the innermost larger and (in Australia)
valvate apically, subimbricate basally; petals 6 (in Australia), equal; stamens 6 (in Australia), free. Female
flowers: staminodes absent; carpels 9–12, inserted on a gynophore; style short, acute. Drupe subobovoid,
borne on branches of carpophore; style-scar near base; endocarp bony, horseshoe-shaped, with dorsal
transverse ridges. Seed horseshoe-shaped, with ruminate endosperm; cotyledons elongate, flattened.
About 22 species, mostly in tropical Africa; two in south-east Asia and one in Australia.
Taxonomic references: Forman (1982, 1986, 2007).
T. australiana Forman
Scandent bush or woody vine, stems to 5 cm
diam., puberulous when young, becoming
glabrescent, striate. Leaves with petioles 1.5–
3 cm long, puberulous to subglabrous; lamina
ovate-lanceolate to lanceolate, 5–12 cm long, 2–
6.5 cm wide, apically acuminate, moderately fine
reticulation prominent on lower surface, young
leaves lightly puberulous on veins of lower
surface but becoming glabrous. Inflorescences 2.5–
14 cm long, adpressed puberulous, cymes (sometimes 1-flowered) on branches 3–10 mm long,
flowers sessile. Male flowers with sepals c. 12,
yellow, glabrous, lateral margins ciliolate, the
innermost sepals widely elliptic, 3–3.5 mm long;
petals oblong-obovate, 2–2.5 mm long, glabrous;
stamens 2–3 mm long. Female flowers with the
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carpels borne on very short lobes of a glabrous
gynophore 1–2 mm long; carpels narrowly ovoid,
c. 1.5 mm long, glabrous; style short, acute. Drupe
subobovoid, 7–10 mm long, glabrous. Flowering:
only recorded in Jan.
Fig. 1 (Brock 507).
Australia (N.T., Qld). A Top End species but
absent from the D.R., being known from
Nourlangie Rock, Little Nourlangie Rock, Abner
Range and the vicinity of Wollogorang Station.
Grows in rainforest in sheltered, sandstone
gorges.
Fruiting specimens are yet to be collected in the
N.T. and the above description of the fruit is
from Qld specimens. The colour of ripe fruit is
unrecorded.
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Fig. 1
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TINOSPORA Miers
Woody climbers. Leaves very variable in Australian species, palmately nerved at base, nerves not
extending to leaf margin. Inflorescences often racemose, axillary or sometimes on leafless plants. Male
flowers: sepals usually 6 in 2 whorls, the inner usually larger, imbricate, sometimes a one-third reduced
outer whorl present; petals usually 6, free (in Australia); stamens 6, free (in Australia). Female flowers:
sepals and petals similar to male; staminodes 6; carpels 3; stigma reflexed. Drupe borne on carpophore,
style-scar terminal; endocarp bony, dorsally convex and variously ornamented (in Australia), with a
ventral aperture; seed straight or almost so, endosperm present, usually ruminate, cotyledons thin,
foliaceous.
Genus of c. 32 species, in Africa and Asia to Australia, New Caledonia and Guam; three species in
Australia, with two in the N.T. and one in the D.R.
Taxonomic references: Forman (1981, 2007).
1
1:

Leaves lanceolate, less than 2 cm wide, basally hastate or sagittate or
truncate to rounded ......................................................................................................
Leaves triangular or ovate, more than 5 cm wide, basally cuneate to cordate ....

T. esiangkara (F.M. Bailey) Forman
Limacia esiangkara F.M. Bailey
T. angusta Forman

Slender, woody climber with clear sap; stems
striate when dried, older stems with small, raised
lenticels, young stems puberulous or subglabrous.
Leaves with petioles 0.6–1.7 cm long, puberulous
to glabrous; lamina linear to narrowly triangular or
triangular or ovate, 3.5–11 cm long, 0.3–2.7 cm
wide, hastate or sagittate at base or truncate to
rounded, apex attenuately and usually bluntly
pointed, often with a short mucro, puberulous to
subglabrous on both surfaces, glandular patches
below in basal nerve axils. Inflorescences axillary,
racemose, 2–9 cm long, patent-puberulous or
glabrous. Male flowers: pedicels 2–3 mm long; sepals
yellow-green, inner sepals reflexed, 2.5–3 mm
long; petals 1–1.3 mm long; stamens 1.7–2 mm.
Female flowers: pedicels 2–3 mm long; staminodes
0.5 mm long; carpels c. 1.3 mm long. Drupes red;
endocarp broadly subellipsoidal, c. 6 mm long,
spinulose. Flowering & fruiting: Nov.–May.

T. esiangkara
T. smilacina

6.5–15 cm long, 5.5–14 cm wide, with glandular
patches below in basal nerve-axils. Inflorescences
sometimes on leafless plants, axillary, racemose,
4–11 cm long. Male flowers yellow; pedicels 1–
5 mm long; inner sepals 3–4 mm long; petals 1.5–
2 mm long; stamens 3–4 mm. Female flowers with
staminodes 0.5 mm long; carpels 2 mm long.
Drupes red; endocarp usually ellipsoidal, 7–8 mm
long, 4–5 mm diam., obscurely to coarsely rugose.
Flowering & fruiting: throughout most of the year.
Snake Vine.
Fig. 1 (Maconochie 281; Wightman 4558); Pl. 3
(unvouchered); Pl. 4 (Smith 127); Pl. 5
(unvouchered).
Australia (W.A., N.T., Qld, N.S.W.). Found
throughout the N.T. (e.g. Ormiston Gorge,
Tanami Desert, Jim Jim Falls) and common in the
D.R. in a wide variety of habitats, including sandy
and rocky areas, woodland, monsoon vine forest
and coastal dunes.

Australia (W.A., N.T., Qld). In the N.T. only
known from sandstone country in Kakadu N.P.
and western Arnhem Land, e.g. Mt Brockman,
Little Nourlangie Rock and Nabarlek. Recorded
in open country with Triodia as well as in
Allosyncarpia forest.

There appear to be ecological races which merge
together. Plants with ovate leaves with a cordate
base and thin texture occur in areas with higher
rainfall, while thicker, broadly triangular leaves
with truncate or cuneate bases predominate in
drier areas. The many intermediates and variations
in leaf shape do not allow the recognition of more
than one taxon. The species is common in some
localities yet rare in others.

T. smilacina Benth.
Woody climber with milky sap, entirely glabrous.
Leaves with petioles mostly 1–7 cm long; lamina
usually triangular to ovate, base cuneate to cordate,

Aboriginal people use the stems and leaves to
prepare poultices for painful swellings of the
legs and joints, a wash prepared from the root is
used to treat boils, and heated leaves are used
to treat headaches (e.g. Wightman & Andrews

Fig. 1 (Dunlop 3360).
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1989; Aboriginal Communities of the Northern
Territory 1993; Blake et al. 1998). Smokers
sometimes hollow out dry stems and use them to

7

make pipes (Blake et al. 1998). It is also the host
plant for fruit-piercing moths which can cause
considerable damage to fruit.
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Pl. 3 Tinospora smilacina (Photo: I.D. Cowie)

Pl. 1 Pachygone ovata (Photo: J. Brock)

Pl. 4 Tinospora smilacina (Photo: N.M. Smith)

Pl. 2 Stephania japonica var. japonica
(Photo: C.R. Dunlop)
Pl. 5 Tinospora smilacina (Photo: B.M. Stuckey)

FDRV1

March 2011

