SYSTEMATIC INVESTIGATION OF THE PLANT FAMILY

DIOSCOREACEAE IN SRI LANEA

ABSTRACT

The family Dioscorgaceae is represented in Sri Lanka by the

-

genus DRioscorea which consists of nine species and two varieties.

Samne Soves seree ioery weire soise soses soams sooee

A key to the identification of subgeneric taxa of Dioscorea is
prervi ded ., Information on sach species contains a description,
global  and local distribution, vernacular names, uses and a

citation of the representative specimens. Most species of the

gernus  in o Bri lanka have edible tubers affording amn  important

sarondary souwrce of carbohydrates. Cultivated species, namely
D, alata and D. sativa, occour in several cultigens. Most wild
Bl @S, except D. bulbifera and D. tomentosa, ocould yield

guality yvams for food, although none has been domesticated.

INTRODUCTION

The family Dioscoreaceae is represented in Sri Lanka by its

largest and most important genus Dioacmrea, which includes all
brus yvams. This genus is very widespread in  the world and
saveral species are utilized as a source of food to a nmtablef/
deEopr e, The sconomic use of this genus has recently entered the‘

pharmaceutical field as some of its species are known to vield

steroidal saponins {(Coursey 1967).



0f the elaborate systematic treatments of the family for the

world, the work of Enuth (1924 remains the most notable. He
classified over &00 species of Dioscorea in &0 sections. FPrain

and  Burkill (1934, 1939 published an informative monograph of

the genus ‘in Asia, in which 147 species were grouped in 9

sections. Much insight into the genus, as well as the family,
was  provided by Burkill {(19460) and Aayensu  (19272)., Jayasuriya

Subcontinent cmntaining detailed aﬁcaunts of  nomenclature, keys
tﬁ idﬁﬂti¥y subgeneric taxa and deﬁcriﬁtiona. As for Sri Lanka,
the treatment by Trimen (1898) was nmmemclatﬁrally confusing and
the information was incomplete. Its revision by Alston (1931
ton was  not much helpful and did not reflect a sound species
concept. Characterization of mainly cultivated species and their
cultigens, wsing morphology, leat anatomy and chemistry of the
phenolic constituents, was attempted by Harischandra (1987). Due
to the confusing nature of the taxanamy of the group in general,
and  perhaps lack of sufficient materialg no  comprehensive
revision of the family for Sri Lanka has been attempted and our
knowledge of this important group ﬁf plants remains somewhat

obscure.
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