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Hypoxis is a genus of about 70 species found in the warmer parts of all continents except Europe. 

About 50 species occur in Africa, with the core diversity in the eastern region of South Africa. It is 

difficult to draw up a practical key to species due to the high level of polymorphism in the genus 

caused by hybridization and apomixis that give rise to polyploids. The forms derived through these 

genetic mechanisms end up with characters that do correspond with the parent species, and this 

affects species limits. Further, the appearance of plants changes when the leaves develop. This work 

presents a systematic account of Hypoxis in the Flora of southern Africa region (South Africa, 

Swaziland, Lesotho, Namibia and Botswana). It focuses on providing a revision of the genus based 

on morphological data accumulated from extensive field and herbarium studies. Growth form, leaf 

shape, distribution and type of hairs on leaves, inflorescence type, flower colour and ratio of floral 

dimensions were found to be important diagnostic characters for the genus. By applying these 

characters, 28 species and 5 varieties are recognised in southern Africa, all with yellow flowers 

except for two species and one variety in which the flower colour is white. The revision includes 

notes on diagnostic characters and relationships, distribution and ecology, etymology and common 

English, Afrikaans, Zulu and Xhosa names, for each taxon. In being data deficient, eight species 

remain unresolved.  

 

 Also, in this work, leaf anatomy, seed micromorphology and preliminary phytochemistry of 

Hypoxis were investigated and data from these disciplines were used to augment the species 

relationships inferred from morphology. Further, an assessment of the phytogeography of the genus 

is presented. Within southern Africa, three species occur in Namibia and two species in Botswana. 

The rest of the species are concentrated in South Africa, Swaziland and Lesotho and species 

richness is greatest in grasslands of the summer rainfall region. Species have either a wide or 

narrow range of distribution. Distribution ranges are integrated into the key especially for species 

with very a narrow range, to assist with identification. 
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  A few members of the southern African Hypoxis are of economic importance. One species in 

particular, H. hemerocallidea (earlier name H. rooperi) commonly known as the ‘African potato’ 

has become a popular medicinal plant in South Africa. The rhizomes of the species are a rich source 

of hypoxoside, a phenolic glycoside that hydrolyses to form its aglycone called rooperol which has 

been shown to be active in destroying some cancer cells. H. hemerocallidea is also the plant from 

which the properties of sterols and sterolins were correlated with enhancing the human immune 

system. The genus therefore has potential for treating patients with auto-immune diseases such as 

rheumatoid arthritis, cancer and possibly HIV and AIDS.  

 

 The main output of this study is the taxonomic treatment that enables users to determine 

accurate names of species, their relationships and distribution in the Flora of southern Africa 

region. It should be useful to botanists, pharmacologists, chemists and horticulturalists. 
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