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Acanthaceae
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Summary. Strobilanthes glutinosa is described and illustrated. It is a
winter-flowering species native to the foothills of the northwestern
Himalayas. Although frost sensitive, it appears to flourish as a cultivated
plant in shaded places enjoying a mild moist climate.

Although Nepal is today a popular destination for mountain
climbers, trekkers and tourists, it was not always so. For most
of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century it was
closed to the rest of the world and virtually unvisited by out-
siders. However, there was a brief interval at the beginning of
the 19th century when the door to enter was left ajar allowing
a small number of visitors to enter the country, amongst them
several well-known botanists.

The first was Francis Buchanan (later Hamilton) who came
to the Kathmandu Valley in 1802–3 as surgeon-naturalist with a
British mission led by Captain Knox. Although he collected over
1100 species (Watson & Noltie, 2016), he was largely confined to
the British residency at Kathmandu and apparently collected no
species of Strobilanthes at all. Late in 1820, an even better-known
botanist came to Kathmandu and resided there for almost a year.
This was Nathaniel Wallich, a Danish botanist, long-time direc-
tor of the Botanical Garden in Calcutta and prolific traveller.
Besides Nepal and India, the search for plants took Wallich to
Myanmar (Burma), Malaysia and Singapore.

Like Francis Buchanan, Wallich found his time in Nepal
frustrating as his movements were restricted and he depended
on local Nepalis for most of his collections, many of which were
made along the pilgrim route to Gossain. The herbarium sheets
of Strobilanthes glutinosa in the East India Company herbarium
at Kew cite a collection made at Chusapany on December
18th 1820 and another ‘ad urbem prope Roribund’ made on
January 1st 1821. The former corresponds to Chisapani, a loca-
tion lying north of Bhimphedi to the west of the Kathmandu
valley, whereas Roribund probably corresponds to Raniban near
Lainchaur, now part of the city of Kathmandu. It is probable that
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Wallich made both these collections himself as they are from
the surroundings of Kathmandu. However, today Strobilanthes
glutinosa is either extinct or exceedingly rare in the Kathmandu
area as the only other known collection from this region was
made in 1953 by a Mrs Proud on ‘hills around the Nepal Valley’.

Strobilanthes glutinosa was described soon after its discovery as
Ruellia hirta D. Don in David Don’s Prodromus Florae Nepalensis
(1825), but this name is an illegitimate later homonym of
Ruellia hirta Vahl (1794). There is a possible type specimen at
the Natural History Museum in London where Don’s speci-
mens ended up. In 1828 Wallich travelled to London bringing
with him his herbarium of over 8000 specimens (De Can-
dolle & Radcliffe-Smith, 1981). These were numbered, given
provisional names and eventually distributed to different insti-
tutions. Strobilanthes glutinosa was catalogued as no. 2350 under
the unpublished name Ruellia glutinosa. Amongst several emi-
nent botanists who visited London to see Wallich’s specimens
was Nees von Esenbeck, then working at Breslau (De Candolle
& Radcliffe-Smith, 1981). Nees wrote up the Acanthaceae
for Wallich and published a full account of the family in the
third volume of Wallich’s Plantae Asiaticae Rariores (1832). He
described Wallich 2350 under the name Strobilanthes glutinosa,
citing a Wallich 1821 collection from Nepal so presumably the
Roribund collection, which may or may not be part of the same
collection on which Ruellia hirta D.Don was based.

Nees subsequently created a complication by describing the
same species a second time under the name Ruellia jacquemon-
tiana Nees (1847: 145) 15 years later. This was based on a col-
lection from Kashmir made by the French traveller and botanist
Victor Jacquemont, who died tragically young in India. Nees did
not apparently notice that this was a Strobilanthes nor that it was
conspecific with his Strobilanthes glutinosa, which he continued to
accept as a valid species (Nees, 1847: 194) citing additional col-
lections by Edgeworth and Jacquemont but different from those
cited under Ruellia jacquemontiana. Nees’ error can de defended
on the grounds that the type material of Ruellia jacquemontiana is
very scant but he was clearly reckless to describe a new species on
such material. Anderson (1867) ignored Ruellia jacquemontiana
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Plate 939 Strobilanthes glutinosa rosemary wise





Map 1. Distribution of Strobilanthes glutinosa in Pakistan, India and Nepal.

and it was left to C.B. Clarke (1884: 458) writing in the Flora of
British India to unite it formally with Strobilanthes glutinosa some
40 years later.

Strobilanthes glutinosa was frequently recorded from the north-
ern Himalayas during the century after Nees von Esenbeck’s
(1847) account in the Prodromus. Thus it appears in the Flora
of British India (Clarke, 1884) and is described fully in Flora
Simlensis (Collett, 1902), in the Forest Flora for the Punjab with
Hazara and Delhi (Parker, 1924), in the Forest Flora of Kumaon
(Osmaston, 1927) and in the Forest Flora of Chakrata, Dehra Dun
and Saharanpur Forest Divisions, United Provinces (Gupta, 1928).
There were no further records from Nepal during this long
period as the country was closed to outsiders until the 1950s
but the dearth of records since then seems to indicate that the
plant is very rare in that country (Hara et al., 1982). Only two
records have been traced, one from the Kathmandu area (Proud
188) and a second one from western Nepal near Phalabang
(Polunin, Sykes & Williams 648), both made almost 70 years ago.
The absence of more recent records, particularly from western
Nepal, is strange, given the relative frequency of S. glutinosa in
Uttarakhand (Map 1).

Since India and Pakistan gained independence in the late
1940s, Strobilanthes glutinosa has been recorded from both
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Fig. 1. Strobilanthes glutinosa growing near Parwanoo in Himachal Pradesh India. Photo-
graph by Mohina Macker.

countries on frequent but not numerous occasions. Only five
records are cited in the Flora of Pakistan (Malik & Fafoor,
1988) and it has similarly made only a sporadic appearance in
Indian regional floras (Babu, 1977; Raizada & Hari On Saxena,
Raizada & Om, 1978; Gaur, 1999; Singh & Sharma, 2006) but
rarely with any information suggesting the authors were at all
familiar with the species. More recently, photographic records
have been made and it has appeared in photographic guides
(Nasir & Rafiq, 1996) and features in online publications, such
as efloraofindia (Figs. 1,2 & 4).

In his monograph of the Strobilanthinae, Bremekamp (1944)
erected a separate genus, Pseudaechmanthera Bremek. for this
species making the combination Pseudaechmanthera glutinosa
(Nees) Bremek. The generic name is quite appropriate as
Strobilanthes glutinosa bears a strong superficial resemblance
to S. tomentosa (Nees) J.R.I. Wood (= Aechmanthera gossypina
(Nees) Nees), particularly in the short lateral inflorescence
branches, often seen in both species. The pollen is also
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Fig. 2. Strobilanthes glutinosa, showing form of inflorescence on plant from near Dharamshala
in Himachal Pradesh. Photograph by Ashwini Bhatia.

somewhat similar (Figs. 5 and 6) differing only slightly in shape
and ornamentation. The resemblance between the two species
is, however, only superficial as S. tomentosa differs in many
characters including its 6–8-seeded capsule and the distinctive
anther connective, which is extended as a point. Bremekamp
(1944) drew attention to the large corolla and large pollen
grains of Strobilanthes glutinosa but found it difficult to identify
its affinities or delimit his genus very satisfactorily. No phy-
logenetic study has been carried out involving S. glutinosa so
its placement remains uncertain today. The existence of an
unequally 5-lobed calyx with one lobe longer than the other
four suggests an affinity with other Himalayan species, such
as S. attenuata (Nees) Nees and S. pentastemonoides (Nees) T.
Anderson, an affinity which is unsurprising given their similar
geographical distributions. However, Bremekamp was correct
to exclude it from the common Himalayan group treated
by both him and Nees under the name Goldfussia Nees as it
lacks the characteristic incurved shorter stamens of that group
(Fig. 7).
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Fig. 3. Strobilanthes glutinosa growing in the Temperate House at Kew. Photograph by Tim
Waters.

Cultivation. I am not sure when or how Strobilanthes gluti-
nosa was introduced to Britain. It was growing in the Pine Lodge
Gardens and Nursery (RHS Plant Finder, 2005–6) located at St
Austell in Cornwall in 2005 but was first brought to my attention
early in 2014 by Douglas Smith from Fareham who had obtained
a cutting from the late Edward Needham who grew it at Tregye
in Cornwall. Edward Needham was a well-known plant hunter
and gardener who may have introduced the plant to his garden
from the Himalayas. I grew it successfully for a few years from
a cutting given to me by Doug Smith. It flowered profusely in
my small conservatory until I made the mistake of seeing if it
could survive an English winter outside. Its principal disadvan-
tage, therefore, is that it is not frost hardy so cannot be grown
outdoors in areas where frost occurs. However, Colin Pope tells
me that it grows in the mild climate of Ventnor Botanic Garden
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Fig. 4. Corolla and calyx of Strobilanthes glutinosa showing (above) colouration and venation
of corolla, together with stamens and style; (below) calyx with glandular trichomes. Note
one lobe is longer than the other four. Photograph by Ashwini Bhatia.

in the Isle of Wight so successfully that ‘it had been [largely]
removed because it had taken over a large area of the South
African garden where it does not really belong’. It would pre-
sumably thrive in other frost-free areas in southwest England,
such as Tregye, western Scotland or western Ireland. Despite
its advantages, I have found little evidence that it is grown in
these gardens and none at all in areas with a similar climate in
continental Europe, North America or oceanic islands such as
Madeira or the Canaries, where it might be expected to thrive.
This is somewhat surprising and probably reflects its low profile
in the horticultural world and absence from plant lists provided
by suppliers. Its last and so far only appearance in the RHS plant
finder was in 2005–6.

Like many other species of Strobilanthes, S. glutinosa can be
propagated by cuttings as well by seed. It likes well-drained soil
and partial shade. It seems to thrive in rocky ground. It requires
water in the summer growing season but little or none during
the cool winter season when it flowers. Its great advantage as
a cultivated plant is that flowers in winter, when little else is in
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Fig. 5. (left). Pollen of Strobilanthes glutinosa from Polunin, Sykes & Williams 648. Photograph
by Jon Bennett.
Fig. 6. (right). Pollen of Strobilanthes tomentosa from Stainton 7304. Photograph by Robert
Scotland.

bloom. In the winter of 2018–2019, it carpeted substantial areas
of the temperate house at Kew (Fig.3) for several months with
its pale blue flowers.

Popularity runs in fashions in the horticultural world just as in
other areas. I find Strobilanthes species at least as easy to cultivate
in southern England as tropical American salvias. Nonetheless a
glance at the internet will show that salvias enjoy a much higher
profile. Some Strobilanthes species are hardy and thrive in an
English border, notably S. attenuata, S. lachenensis and S. pentaste-
monoides. Frost sensitive species such as S. glutinosa could thrive
in frost-free areas or add colour to a conservatory in winter as
easily as most tropical salvias. Perhaps Strobilanthes species will
come into fashion amongst a new generation of gardeners.

Strobilanthes glutinosa Nees in Wallich, Plantae Asiaticae Rariores 3: 86.
1832: 86. Type: In Nepalia, N. Wallich 2350, lectotype K-W001115707, por-
tion on right, labelled ‘Legi ad urbem prope Ranibund [Raniban], I Jan.
1821’, designated here).
Pseudaechmanthera glutinosa (Nees) Bremek., Verh. Nederl. Akad. Weten-

sch. Afd. Nat., sect 2, 41(1): 188. (1944)
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Fig. 7. Strobilanthes glutinosa. A, habit; B, abaxial leaf surface; C, calyx; D, corolla opened
out to show stamens; E, ovary and style; F, fruiting branchlet; G, calyx in fruit with open
capsule; H, seed on ejaculator; J, seed with hairs after wetting. A from Legge 33 and Gamble
25285; B, F–J from Gamble 25285; C–E from Gamble 27501. Drawn by Rosemary Wise.
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Ruellia hirta D.Don, Prodr. Fl. Nepal. 119 (1825), nom. illeg. non Ruel-
lia hirta Vahl (1794). Type: Nepal, N. Wallich s.n. (possible holotype
BM001190990)

Ruellia jacquemontiana Nees in de Candolle, A. (ed.) Prod. Syst. Nat. Reg.
Veg. 11:145 (1847). Type: India, Kashmir, V. Jacquemont s.n. (holotype
GZU000250301, isotype P03034163)

Description. Straggly, much branched perennial forming a low
spreading bush up to c. 50 cm in height; stems ± rounded, pubescent,
when old glabrescent, brownish and somewhat woody. Leaves petiolate,
2–8× 0.75–4.5 cm, ovate-elliptic, narrowed to a shortly acuminate apex
and cuneate base, margin crenate to ±serrate, lateral veins 6–7 pairs;
both surfaces pubescent but pubescence denser on veins and abaxial sur-
face, abaxially paler and somewhat reticulate-veined; petioles 2–15 mm,
pubescent. Inflorescence developing on short leafy axillary branchlets,
1–6 cm long; rhachis pubescent; bracts resembling reduced leaves; bracte-
oles 5× 1.5 mm, oblong-oblanceolate, densely glandular-pubescent; calyx
unequally 5-lobed to just above the base with one lobe 1–2 mm longer
than the others, lobes 8–13× 1 mm, oblong, obtuse, glandular-pubescent
on both surfaces, accrescent in fruit; corolla 4–5.2 cm long, densely
pubescent on the exterior in bud, basal cylindrical tube 14–18× 2 mm,
whitish-green, bent about 60∘, then expanded for 2–2.5 cm becom-
ing funnel-shaped and up to 1.5 cm wide at mouth, usually pale blue
but sometimes darker, and often with darker veins on dorsal sur-
face as (?) honey guides, lobes 8–12× 8–12 mm, obovate, rounded.
Stamens 4, didynamous, included, filaments glabrous, anthers erect,
2.25–3× 0.5 mm; pollen ellipsoid, punctate; style unbranched, glabrous;
ovary glandular-pubescent. Capsule 15× 3 mm, oblong in outline,
4-seeded; seeds pubescent except in the very small, glabrous areolate area.

Note. As well as being sticky, the inflorescence is often noted as
being strongly scented (Nasir & Rafiq, 1996), sometimes as smelling of
camphor (Parker, 1924; Malik & Fafoor, 1988). It is an annual flowering
species.

Lectotypification. Wallich 2350 in the East India Company (Wal-
lich) herbarium at Kew consists of a single sheet on which two collections
are pasted. The portion on the right labelled ‘Legi ad urbem prope Rani-
bund [Raniban], I Jan. 1821’ is designated as lectotype, mainly because
it is said to have been collected in 1821 as per Nees’ citation in the pro-
tologue. The portion on the left is labelled ‘Chusapani [Chisapani], 18
Dec(?) 1820’, the word ‘viscosa’ is crossed out and replaced with ‘gluti-
nosa’ on the image in Jstor but this label is hidden under the label of the
lectotype on the K-W collection. These collections are duplicated without
exact locality at K, BM and in Nees’ own herbarium at Graz. Although this
last is annotated by Nees, unlike the other collections, it almost certainly
does not comprise part of the original material as Strobilanthes is treated
as masculine - Nees correctly treated Strobilanthes as feminine throughout
the 1830s (Wood, 1994).
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Distribution. Southern slopes of the Himalayas extending from
the Rawalpindi area of Pakistan eastwards through Kashmir, Himachal
Pradesh and Uttarkhand to central Nepal, but very rare in the eastern
part of its range.

Habitat. It grows mostly between 600 and 1200 m but is occasion-
ally recorded at lower altitudes or up to about 2000 m. It presumably
avoids areas where winter temperatures regularly fall below zero. It is
usually recorded from moist shaded places such as ravines and stream
sides in oak forest and these rather sparse field observations fit with
the habitat preferences it shows in cultivation. It is sometimes noted as
gregarious.

Flowering Time. Mostly January–April, but perhaps as early as
November in some years.

Conservation Status. At a global level this species should be
treated as Least Concern (LC) within IUCN guidelines. However, in
Pakistan it is restricted to a small area and its populations there have
never been evaluated so it should be treated as Data Deficient (DD)
in that country. In Nepal there have been no records since 1953 so it
might be extinct (EX) there. However, it is likely to be present in the
botanically poorly known western part of Nepal and it is hoped that
exploration during its winter flowering season may result in the discovery
of a number of viable populations in that region.
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