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Abstract

The identities of two closely related species of Euphorbia naturalized in Southeast Asia
from the New World tropics are considered. The name Euphorbia heterophylla L. has been
consistently misapplied in the Malay Peninsula to plants of Euphorbia cyathophora Murray.
True Euphorbia heterophylla is found as a garden escape and weed of waste ground, but is
not as common in the Malay Peninsula as E. cyathophora. The differences between the two
species are summarized.

Introduction

The botanical literature for the Malay Peninsula has generally referred to
the euphorbia with red bracteal leaves and alternately arranged foliage
leaves, that 1s relatively common on the upper parts of sandy beaches, as
Euphorbia heterophylla L. (e.g. Ridley 1924). However, these plants are
actually referable to a similar species, also native to tropical America,
Euphorbia cyathophora Murray. The similarity between the two species
has led some authors to consider E. cyathophora as a variety of F.
heterophylla or even to treat them as conspecific. However, most recent
treatments of the genus for different floras (Radcliffe-Smith in Airy Shaw
1977, Ma & Wu 1992, Burger & Huft 1995, Lin & Hsieh 1993, Chriztenhusz
1998), with the notable exception of Philcox (1997), have treated the two
as distinct species.

Distinguishing the Two Species

The consistent differences between Euphorbia cyathophora and E.
heterophylla are summarized in Table 1. Most authors report leaf shape to
be variable in both species and to be unreliable for separating them.
However, all the Malayan material of E. cyathophora that I have seen, has
some leaves with obvious lobing, usually forming a five-pointed outline,
whereas Malayan E. heterophylla has unlobed leaves, which generally have
a shallowly serrulate margin.
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Table 1. Morphological differences between Euphorbia cyathophora and E.
herophylla (after Dressler 1961).
character E. cyathophora E. heterophylla

stem cross section

indument of stem, petiole

and capsule
colour of foliage leaves

colour of bracteal leaves

cyathial gland

seed cross section

seed coat morphology

angled

glabrous

glossy green

green, often with red at
base

bilabiate with narrow,
elliptic-oblong opening
rounded

finely and sharply
tuberculate

rounded

more or less hairy

dull green
green, sometimes with
white or purplish at the

base

funnel-like with round
opening

angular

coarsely and bluntly
tuberculate

Distribution in the Malay Peninsula

Euphorbia cyathophora is relatively widespread in the Malay Peninsula,
and particularly common as a weed on the upper part of sandy beaches. It
probably naturalized from plants grown for ornamental purposes in gardens.
E. heterophylla is rarer, with records from Singapore and Pulau Tioman
only. This species is grown for medicinal purposes in Malay villages, and
has probably escaped from gardens also.

Citation and Synonymy

Euphorbia cyathophora Murray, Commentat. Soc. Regiae Sci. Gott. 7 (1786)
81; Radcliffe-Sm. in Airy Shaw, Kew Bull. 32 (1977) 75; Radcliffe-Sm., Fl.
Mascareignes 160 (1982) 95; R.A. Howard, Fl. Lesser Antilles 5 (1989) 48;
Huft in W.L. Wagner et al., Man. Fl. Pl. Hawaii (1990) 618; G.L. Webster
in Nicolson, Smithsonian Contr. Bot. 77 (1991) 85; J.S. Ma & C.Y. Wu,
Collect. Bot. 21 (1992) 102; S.C. Lin & C.F. Hsieh, Fl. Taiwan, ed. 2 3
(1993) 458; W.C. Burger & Huft, Fieldiana, Bot. 36 (1995) 116.
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Euphorbia heterophylla L. var. cyathophora (Murray) Griseb., F1. Brit. W.
I. (1859) 54.

Poinsettia cyathophora (Murray) Klotzsch & Garcke, Monatsber. Konigl.
Preuss. Akad. Wiss. Berlin 1859 (1859) 253; Dressler, Ann. Missouri Bot.
Gard. 48 (1961) 338.

Euphorbia heterophylla L. forma cyathophora (Murray) Voss in Vilmorin,
Vilm. Blumengaertn., ed. 3 1 (1895) 898.

Euphorbia heterophylla auct. non L., Ridl., Fl. Malay Penins. 3 (1924) 181;
Backer & Bakh. f., Fl. Java 1 (1963) 502; I.M. Turner, Gards. Bull,,
Singapore 50 (1995) 221.

Euphorbia heterophylla sensu lato, Philcox, Rev. Handb. Fl. Ceylon 11
(1997) 200.

Specimens examined: KEDAH, Md Haniff & Lebai Ishak SFN 10426, 5
April 1924 (SING). PERAK, Golden Sand Beach, L.E. Teo KL3051, 3
May 1972 (SING); Lumut, G.E.S. Cubbitt 9666, 22 May 1927 (SING).
PAHANG, Pulau Tioman, Lord Medway 4041, August 1962 (KLU); Pulau
Tioman, Kampong Tekek, Kadim & Noor KN676, 26 April 1962 (SING);
Pulau Tioman, L.H. Chua & K.E. Tian KL.51, 4 November 1982 (SINU).
SELANGOR, Chemora, J. Carrick 610, 3 January 1959 (KLU). NEGERI
SEMBILAN, Tampin, I.H. Burkill 2296, 21 November 1916 (SING).
JOHORE, .Penperang, Z. Teruya 2252, 12 March 1933 (SING).
SINGAPORE, Pulau Sudong, J.F. Maxwell 81-147 (KLU); Cultivated in
Botanic Gardens, C.X. Furtado SFN 34862 (KEP); Pulau Ubin, Bukit
Macao, C.X. Furtado SFN 18341, 31 July 1927 (SING); Siglap at seashore,
J. Sinclair SFN 38875, 18 February 1950 (SING).

Euphorbia heterophylla L., Sp. Pl. (1753) 453; Radcliffe-Sm., FI.
Mascareignes 160 (1982) 94; R.A. Howard, FI. Lesser Antilles 5 (1989) 49;
Huft in W.L. Wagner et al., Man. Fl. Pl. Hawaii (1990) 619; G.L. Webster
in Nicolson, Smithsonian Contr. Bot. 77 (1991) 85; J.S. Ma & C.Y. Wu,
Collect. Bot. 21 (1992) 102; S.C. Lin: & CF. Hsieh, Fl. Taiwan, ed. 2 3
(1993) 460; W.C. Burger & Huft, Fieldiana, Bot. 36 (1995) 118.

Poinsettia heterophylla (L.) Klotzsch & Garcke, Monatsber. Konigl. Preuss.
Akad. Wiss. Berlin 1859 (1859) 253; Dressler, Ann. Missouri Bot. Gard. 48
(1961) 339.

Euphorbia geniculata Ortega, Nov. Pl. Descr. Dec. (1797) 18.

Euphorbia heterophylla L. var. geniculata (Ortega) Gomez, Anales Hist.
Nat. 23 (1894) 46.
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Euphorbia prunifolia Jacq., Pl. Hort. Schoenbr. 3 (1798) 115; Backer &
Bakh. f., Fl. Java 1 (1963) 502; Mohamed Soerjani et al., Weeds of Rice in
Indonesia (1987) 288.

Specimens examined: PAHANG, Pulau Tioman, near Kampung Ayer
Hantu, L.H. Chua & K.E. Tian KL65, 5 November 1982 (SINU); Pulau
Tioman, near Kampung Tekek, E.J. Marret 12, 12 September 1985 (SINU).
SINGAPORE, Cluny Road, Md Nur SFN 37778, 28 May 1946 (SING, K).
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