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The paper describes a method for the quantitative analysis of flavonoid glycosides extracted from dried specimens of 115 Passiflora species and cultivars using high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC). Data are presented for the concentration of six markers flavonoids: schaftoside, isoschaftoside, orientin, isoorientin, vitexin and isovitexin, although the first two were grouped together. These allow a profile, or fingerprint, to be produced for each sample examined. The aims of this research were to provide objective criteria for the authentication of samples, differentiation of closely related species, relationship of flavonoid patterns to geographical origin, identification of possible substitutes for P. incarnata in herbal preparations and the correlation of biological activity with the phytochemical profile.

Much of the discussion is concerned with the comparison of species and of selected hybrids with their parent species. Thus, in the absence of flowers or fruit, it can be difficult to distinguish P. vitifolia from P. quadrifaria, but their flavonoid profiles are quite distinct. By contrast, the relative, if not absolute, concentrations of flavonoids in P. rubra and P. capsularis were remarkably similar. The authors suggest that 

P. ‘Sapphire’ has a close qualitative resemblance to P. edulis ‘Golden Nugget’ and to P. quadrifaria. However, inspection of the data shows that P. quadrifaria contained only one of the target flavonoids. In fact, P. ‘Sapphire’ is close to the mid-values of 

P. edulis and P. caerulea: a parentage that is supported by morphological data. It was also found that P. ‘St Rule’ did not exhibit any of the markers present in its parents. However, those parents are shown as P. subpeltata and P. ×decaisneana, whereas many believe that the P. ‘St Rule’ found today in collections is simply 

P. gibertii. Interestingly, P. gibertii was included in the analysis and, like 

P. ‘St Rule’, contained very low levels of all five flavonoids. Other hybrid/parent comparisons were made, but were often inconclusive even where there is little doubt about the pedigrees.

The discussion of chemotaxonomy was rather brief and would have benefited from a dendrogram showing similarity coefficients. Attempts to use flavonoid profiles as a means of finding substitutes for P. incarnata would appear to be of limited value when the pharmacologically-active principles have not been identified. I was not sure what to make of the geographical variation in flavonoid content. The authors had divided the 115 samples into those from Latin America, Europe, North America and Australia. But with a very few exceptions, e.g. P. incarnata and P. herbertiana, it could be argued that almost all of the species examined ultimately originated from Latin America, even if they were now cultivated elsewhere. A more meaningful question would be to ask if the flavonoid content of Passiflora is under strict genetic control or is influenced by environmental factors.

Nevertheless, in contrast to DNA profiling, the use of HPLC for the analysis of flavonoids and other chemical constituents of plant material does appear to offer a relatively cheap and simple route to chemotaxonomy. 
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