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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The present paper is a monographic revision of the genus Voacanga, and the 
study is based mainly on the examination of herbarium material. In addition, 
the author has had the opportunity of observing living plants belonging to 6 
of the 12 species maintained here - 5 in the wild in Africa and one on Java. 

It has been possible to trace almost all the type specimens of the names and 
synonyms discussed in the present revision. For practical reasons, two keys are 
provided - one for the species indigenous in Africa and the other for those found 
in Asia. 

H I S T O R Y  O F T H E G E N U S  

Du PETIT THOUARS ( 1806), who described the genus, named it from the Mada-
gascan words voa ( = fruit) and acanga ( = guinea fowl) because of the spotted 
fruits. The first species, V. thouarsii, appeared in ROEMER & SCHULTES (1819). 

The genus was described independently by BLUME (1826) as Orchipeda, on 
the basis of O.foetida from Java, by HOCHSTETTER (1841) as Annularia, mth 
A. natalensis from Natal, by HARVEY (1842) as Piptolaena, w.th P. dregei from 
Natal as basis, by MIQUEL (1857) as Pootia, founded on P. grandifolia from 
Java. ENDLICHER (1842) added the illegitimate synonym Cyclostigma to HOCH-
STETTER'S Annularis Subsequently, TEIJSMANN (1863) added a second species 
to Pootia which was transferred by MIQUEL (1864) to Ore ipe a, ina y, OLFE 
(1883) reduced this last genus name to a synonym of Voacanga. Since 1883 all 
later taxa have been described directly as species of Voacanga. 

G E O G R A P H I C A L  D I S T R I B U T I O N  

The genus Voacanga comprises 12 species, 7 in Africa and 5 in Asia. None 
of the species occurs in both continents. Of the African species, V. thouarsii 
is the most widely distributed, being found throughout tropical Africa in 
marshes and along creeks in deciduous forest and in not too dry savannas. The 
second one, V. africana, occurs almost as widely but is not found on Madagas-
car. It grows in secondary, bush-like vegetation and in open situations — in the 
coastal forests especially, often gregariously (West Africa); but it is also encoun-
tered in gallery forests in the savannas. V. caudiflora and V. psi/oca/yx, from 
West and east of the Dahomey gap, respectively, grow almost exclusively in the 
undergrowth of the humid forest. V. bracteata, whose area of distribution over­
laps and is much greater than that of the previous two species together occurs 
'n a comparable biotope but requires somewhat less humidity. V. chalotiana, 
Present only in central Africa; probably has a preference for light shade (forest, 
secondary forest, gallery forest). V. pachyceras is only known from Zaïre and 
grows on river banks and in marshes. 

Agric. Univ. Wapeningen Papers 85-3 (1985) 7 



All five of the Asian species are found within the region covered by the Flora 
Malesiana, but only on the islands. They occur in light forest or secondary vege­
tation, often along rivers. V. grandifolia is the most widely distributed and is 
known from Indonesia (except Sumatra and Kalimantan) and Papua-New 
Guinea; several more or less aberrant specimens come from Mindanao (Philip­
pines). The areas of distribution of the other four species are much smaller. 
V. globosa and V. megacarpa are endemic in the Philippines. V.foetida is known 
from Sumatra and West-Java; there are also two collections from the south­
eastern point of Borneo. V. havilandii has by far the smallest distribution of 
all the known Voacanga species and so far has only been collected in Sarawak. 

R E L A T I O N S H I P S  W I T H  O T H E R  G E N E R A  

Voacanga belongs to the tribe Tabernaemontaneae of the subfamily Plumerioi-
deae (for the description and synonymy, see LEEUWENBERG, 1984). As is evident 
from the strikingly uniform habit and seeds, as well as the flowers and fruit, 
the genus is closely related to Tabernaemontana. 

The two genera may be distinguished as follows: 

Pistil head coherent with the anthers and therefore style and pistil head shed 
with the corolla; calyx also shed along with the corolla (Asian species and 
V. pachyceras and V. thouarsii) or some time after, at least before the fruit 
matures; in the latter case corolla tube up to 1.4 x as long as the calyx (excep­
tions to this last character: V. bracteala and V. chalotiana) Voacanga 

Pistil head not coherent with the anthers and therefore pistil still complete after 
the corolla has been shed; calyx persistent even under the fruit (probable ex­
ceptions: a few American species); corolla tube probably never less than 2 
x as long as the calyx Tabernaemontana 

E C O N O M I C  I N T E R E S T  

For some years several hundred tonnes of the seeds of the African species 
V. africana and V. thouarsii have been collected for the industrial production 
of the alkaloid tabersonine, which is of considerable indirect medical importance 
(see the chapter on the phytochemistry of the genus). 

In most African languages the two species just mentioned have the same ver­
nacular name as the Tabernaemontana species that occur in the same biotope. 
Sometimes, Tabernaemontana is called the male and Voacanga the female. The 
seeds of Tabernaemontana are difficult to distinguish from those of Voacanga, 
but are usually larger. Like the two Voacanga species discussed above, the fol­
lowing Tabernaemontana species have a subglobose mericarp: T. brachyantha, 
T. contorta, T. crassa, T. africana ( = T. longiflora), and T. pachysiphon\ of 
these, T. crassa and T. pachysiphon have the widest distribution and the latter 
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has the greates ecological similarity to V. africana. The foregoing Tabernaemon-
tana and Voacanga species can be distinguished as follows: 

Mericarps with dark green and pale green spots, 3-10 cm in diameter, dehiscent; 
pericarp 5-15 cm thick; pulpy aril orange; corolla tube up to 1.1 x as long 
as calyx; style and stigma shed with corolla; calyx shed with corolla ( V. thouar­
sii) or shortly after ( V. africana); leaves herbaceous, pale green and acuminate 
( V. africana) or coriaceous, glaucous, and obtuse or rounded ( V. thouarsii) 

the 2 Voacanga spp. 
Mericarps pale green or glaucous all over, mostly larger, up to 15 cm in diameter 

(orange and smaller in T. africana)', pericarp mostly thicker (up to 4 cm in 
T. pachysiphon), dehiscent or not; pulpy aril white, cream, or nearly so; style 
and stigma not shed with the corolla; calyx persistent, even under the fruit; 
leaves coriaceous, mostly larger, dark green, and mostly acuminate 

the 5 Tabernaemontana spp. 

I N T E R R E L A T I O N S H I P S  O F  T H E  S P E C I E S  

The morphology of the species suggests the relationships shown in the dia­
gram below. The obvious feature of the scheme is that the most widely distribut­
ed species show more similarities with other species than do the less widely distri­
buted ones. 

Voacanga Thou., Gen. Nov. Madag. 10. 1806; Stapf in FI. Trop. Afr. 4(1): 151. 
1902; Pichon, Bull. Mus. Nat. Hist. Nat. Paris sér. 2. 19: 409. 1947; Mém. Mus. 
Nat. Hist. Nat. sér. 2. 27: 232. 1949; Codd in Fl. Southern Afr. 26: 273. 1963; 
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CHART. 1. Relationship of the Voacanga species. 
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