A Note on Passiflora ×kewensis, other hybrids of P. kermesina and a possible origin for P. ‘Amethyst’

This article is an abridged translation by Les King of a report which appeared in German in Passiflorunde, 10(1), 2-13, 2002, Leslie A. King, Emil Kugler, Axel Frank and Christopher Davis: [Passiflora kermesina, Anmerkungen (ber P.×kewensis, andere Hybriden von P. kermesina und den m(glichen Ursprung f(r 

P. ‘Amethyst’]. 

The original article contained 38 references, several colour plates and monochrome facsimiles of 3 herbarium sheets. These are not reproduced here. Similarly, the original and extremely detailed historical survey of P. kermesina and its principal hybrids has been considerably shortened.

Summary

A number of hybrids of P. kermesina were produced with P. caerulea and 

P. racemosa, mostly in the 19th Century. Some, if not all, have now been lost and P. kermesina itself is no longer in cultivation. One of the best-known hybrids was P. ×kewensis (P. kermesina × P. caerulea), but six herbarium specimens covering the period 1898 to 1968 held at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, show that this name has been applied to three quite distinct plants. It is certain that the 

P. ×kewensis grown today is not the original, but is probably a hybrid of 

P. racemosa. It is suggested that a third cultivar, shown on one of the herbarium sheets (1906) may not only be the reciprocal of the original P. ×kewensis, but has many features in common with P. ‘Amethyst’, a well-known hybrid whose origin has hitherto been quite obscure.

1. Passiflora kermesina
In the 19th Century, Passiflora kermesina (LINK & OTTO; syn. P. raddiana) was well-known; numerous botanical prints and herbarium specimens from that period are in existence, and various hybrids were created. However, this species has long been lost from cultivation. It is endemic to E. Brazil, but has not been observed in the wild for some years. An additional problem with P. kermesina is that it does not lend itself to easy cultivation; it requires tropical growing conditions and is thought to be difficult to propagate from cuttings.

2. Old Hybrids of  P. kermesina
As far as is known, P. kermesina has been crossed with only three other species, namely P. caerulea L., P. racemosa BROT. and P. alata CURTIS, although it is not clear if the P. caerulea hybrids discussed below all represent different clones. Although P. ×alba-nigra was claimed to have been a cross between P. alata and 

P. kermesina, not only does this hybrid no longer exist, but doubts about its parentage have been expressed.

2.1 Hybrids with P. caerulea
Killip noted that examples of P. kermesina × P. caerulea hybrids were held in the herbaria in British Guyana and in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. In 1852, Regel reported that a hybrid described as P. caerulea-kermesina had been produced by Fröbel, but there was neither a photograph nor any description. In 1877, Masters claimed that P. hybrida floribunda was a P. kermesina × caerulea hybrid, but gave no other information.

Rather more is known about P. ×kewensis, yet even here information is limited. It was raised in 1888 by William Watson, who was a well-known hybridiser and Assistant Curator at Kew. It was named in honour of the Royal Botanic Gardens (RBG). Only brief details were reported by Goldring, where it was described as “thickly wreathed with flowers” which were larger than those of P. kermesina, with a colour of “carmine, suffused with blue”. It was thought likely to prove much hardier than P. kermesina, which required ‘stove-house’ conditions. Other contemporary reports briefly described how P. ×kewensis was vigorous and hardy, and had features intermediate between its parents and that the flowers of 

P. ×kewensis had a purplish shade and had lost the carmine seen in P. kermesina. An account of a conference on hybrids which took place at Chiswick, London in 1900 noted that P. kewensis (sic) = P. raddiana × P. caerulea, but it is not clear from any of those early reports whether P. kermesina was the seed or pollen parent. As with many other examples from the 19th Century, a distinction was rarely made with respect to the crossing direction.

2.2 Hybrids with P. racemosa
According to Baxter, P. xloudonii was apparently raised by Atkins in England in 1838. The hybrid P. ×kermesina lemicheziana is thought to be a synonym for 

P. ×loudonii, and a selected form, namely P. ×loudonii ‘Bijou’, also occurred. Believed to be a hybrid of P. racemosa and P. kermesina, P. ×paxtonii  is no longer in existence and uncertainty exists about its parentage.

In 1880/81, in the nursery of Haage and Schmidt, the hybrid P. ×loudonii (see above) was fertilised with the pollen from P. princeps coccinea (a synonym of 

P. racemosa). Three clones were developed from the seeds of this cross and each was named and circulated commercially as cuttings. The three named clones were: P. floribunda, P. atropurpurea and P. ‘Madame Bruckhaus’. P. floribunda must be renamed as P. ‘Professor Eichler’ because the former was already in existence, namely P. floribunda LEM. 1848 (a synonym of P. sexflora JUSS. 1805). Furthermore, there was already a P. hybrida floribunda (see above).

3. Herbarium Specimens of P. ×kewensis

At the RBG Kew there are six herbarium sheets labelled as P. ×kewensis. The flowers, where present, have faded and give little clue to the original colour. The original sheets were unnumbered; the following chronological numbers were assigned by the current authors.

Sheet #1

Shown as “Passiflora kewensis (kermesina × caerulea) Temperate House 1898” where the word “kermesina” has been overwritten in a different hand by “raddiana”. The specimen has five-lobed leaves, stipules are not visible, the peduncles are 2cm long and the flowers have long filaments. 

Sheet #2

This was apparently growing in the Palm House in 1906 and was labelled in what appears to be the original script as “Passiflora kewensis (raddiana × coerulea) Palm Hs June 06”. The sheet has been annotated in 1987 with the words “Passiflora  ×atropurpurea Nicholson”. The specimen has three-lobed leaves, a few stipules are visible, the peduncles are 6cm long and the flowers have short filaments.

Sheets #3 - 6

These date from 1954 to 1968, and each carries a brief description. The 1954 sheet is annotated in different handwriting with “see P. racemosa”. The next sheet (August, 1955) appears to doubt the origin of this plant. The author has written 

“? P. caerulea L. × kermesina Lk & Otto”. The last two sheets (September,1955 and 1968) add no further useful information. All four sheets clearly show the same cultivar.

4. Hybrids of  P. kermesina – The Current Position

We must assume that herbarium sheet #1 represents the original P. ×kewensis. The involvement of P. caerulea is strongly suggested by the five-lobed leaves. But this plant and the associated description in the literature do not match anything currently in cultivation; it must be concluded that the original 

P. ×kewensis has been lost.

Herbarium sheet #2 from 1906 is a different hybrid to that on sheet #1. The three-lobed leaves and more prominent stipules are similar to those of several hybrids in cultivation. The subsequent annotation with “P. ×atropurpurea” on this sheet is indeed consistent with P. ×violacea, (see later discussion). If sheet #2 was correctly described as a hybrid of  P. kermesina and P. caerulea, then it could be the reciprocal of P. ×kewensis.
Herbarium sheets #3 - 6 inclusive all show the same cultivar and all are identical to ‘modern’ P. ×kewensis. Thus the name P. ×kewensis has been attributed by RBG Kew to three quite distinct plants. Along the way, the crossing direction, assuming it ever had any significance, has changed from P. kermesina/raddiana × P. caerulea (sheets #1 and 2) to P. caerulea × P. kermesina (sheets #3,4 and 6; sheet #5 has no formula).

Kugler was the first to express doubts about the origin of the plants currently cultivated as P. ×kewensis at Kew and elsewhere. He suggested that what is now described as P. ×kewensis looks very much like a hybrid of P. racemosa with possibly P. mucronata. This is based on the appearance of the foliage, particularly the coriaceous leaves, which may be symmetric or asymmetric, with one, two or three lobes, as well as the large stipules. The ‘modern’ P. ×kewensis is also not hardy and cannot therefore be the same hybrid as was originally raised by Watson. Examination of botanical drawings and photographs of living specimens of P. kermesina together with the more well-known features of P. caerulea certainly lend credence to the hypothesis that the ‘modern’ P. ×kewensis is not a hybrid of P. kermesina and P. caerulea.

Neither P. ×loudonii  nor the original P. atropurpurea appear to be in existence. The “P. atropurpurea” now found in many collections is definitely not a cross of 

P. kermesina and (×2) P. racemosa. On the basis of a morphological comparison, it is probably a hybrid with the same origin as P. ×violacea (i.e.. P. racemosa × 

P. caerulea). In one of the recently-produced checklists of hybrids and cultivars, it is cited as P. ×violacea ‘Atropurpurea’. There is a more distant possibility that the ‘modern’ P. ×kewensis is one of the original hybrids of P. kermesina and P. racemosa.

5. A Possible origin for P. ‘Amethyst’

In the UK until the late 1980’s, P. ‘Amethyst’ was confused with P. amethystina MIKAN. Thus the Royal Horticultural Society of London referred to it as 

"P. amethystina of gardens". Meanwhile, Vanderplank produced a number of hybrids of what he thought was P. amethystina with P. caerulea (e.g. P. ‘Star of Kingston’, P. ‘Star of  Clevedon’ and P. ‘Star of Bristol’). Vanderplank later concluded that his P. amethystina parent was itself a hybrid and subsequently created the name P. ‘Amethyst’ in order to distinguish it from the normal forms of P. amethystina. In the rest of Europe, the plant later to be known as P. ‘Amethyst’, was originally called P. violacea: a synonym for P. amethystina, and not to be confused with the hybrid P. ×violacea. Although many have assumed that 

P. ‘Amethyst’ is identical to the hybrid P. ‘Lavender Lady’, this cannot be the case. The cultivar now known as P. ‘Amethyst’ is an old hybrid that was in existence long before 1982 when P. ‘Lavender Lady’ was created by Worley. A comparison of P. ‘Amethyst’ and P. ‘Lavender Lady’ will be the subject of a separate article.

Given that P. ‘Amethyst’ is an extremely attractive, vigorous, free-flowering and hardy cultivar, it is remarkable that there is no description of its origin in the literature. It could be a natural hybrid that has been brought into widespread cultivation. A photograph of what is certainly P. ‘Amethyst’, but labelled as “P. violacea”, and its association in that publication with the indigenous flora of Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia, might suggest a wild origin. However, this raises the question of why neither herbarium specimens nor living examples have ever been found in these countries.

Although the plant shown on herbarium sheet #2 could, as later annotated, be the original P. atropurpurea, in the absence of any other information this is impossible to test. An alternative hypothesis is that sheet #2 shows the hybrid now known as P. ‘Amethyst’. As noted above, this might be the reciprocal of the original P. ×kewensis. This is supported by the description given above of the 1906 herbarium specimen and the following features of P. ‘Amethyst’.

5.1 Morphology

When P. ‘Amethyst’ is pollinated with P. caerulea it produces offspring with variable features that are typical of what might be expected from a second generation rather than first generation (F1) hybrid. Further evidence for the hybrid origin of P. ‘Amethyst’ is that it is essentially pollen sterile; nearly all subsequent hybrids have been produced with P. ‘Amethyst’ acting as the seed parent. 

The petals and sepals of P. ‘Amethyst’ are purple and the corona filaments dark purple with a narrow white band at the mid-point on the outermost filaments. This is broadly consistent with some of the early descriptions of P. ×kewensis and appears plausible given the red petals and purple filaments of P. kermesina and the purple and blue coloration in the filaments of P. caerulea. The filaments in P. ‘Amethyst’ are much shorter than the petals; this property is shared with P. kermesina. Within a few hours of opening, the petals of P. ‘Amethyst’ reflex almost parallel to the androgynophore. This behaviour is shown by relatively few species including P. kermesina. The annotation with “P. ×atropurpurea” on sheet #2, even if inaccurate, at least suggests that this was a purple-coloured cultivar.

The three-lobed leaves with a purplish tinge to their underside and the large stipules of P. ‘Amethyst’ are extremely similar to those of P. kermesina. Very occasionally, P. ‘Amethyst’ produces four-lobed leaves suggesting an inheritance from P. caerulea. In sheet #2, many leaf lobes terminate in a single seta. The same property is shown by the juvenile foliage of  P. ‘Amethyst’. When mature, the peduncles of P. ‘Amethyst’ can be over 12 cm long and similar to those on P. kermesina. The specimen on herbarium sheet #2 is a terminal shoot with immature features. The mature fruit of P. ‘Amethyst’ is orange like P. caerulea, but longer and less ovoid, rounded at the distal end and pointed at the proximal end. Again this is similar to the fruit of P. kermesina. The frost-tolerance of P. ‘Amethyst’ strongly suggests that it has P. caerulea in its parentage.

5.2 The '1915 Cultivar' 

William Watson, the originator of P. ×kewensis, published a book in 1915 on climbing plants. On the cover is a coloured plate of a passion flower. Although the legend inside indicates, quite erroneously, that this is "Passiflora Coerulea Constance Elliott", the flowers look almost identical to P. 'Star of Clevedon', (i.e. P. 'Amethyst' x P. caerulea). This may indicate that Watson had access to what we now know as P. 'Amethyst' (i.e. the ‘1906 hybrid’) and was already producing further hybrids some seventy years before the same crosses were carried out by Vanderplank. 

6. Conclusions

The original P. ×kewensis is probably no longer in existence. ‘Modern’ 

P. ×kewensis is almost certainly a hybrid of P. racemosa; the other parent could be P. mucronata, although there are a number of other possibilities such as P. alata or P. kermesina. It is suggested that P. ‘Amethyst’ could be the reciprocal of the original P. ×kewensis, that is to say it has the same parents, namely P. kermesina and P. caerulea.
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