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ON THE NYMPHAEACEAE OF THAILAND 

By 

Kasin rBuuatabandhu 1 

Nymplweaceae is a group or, accordin g to botanists, a 

family of plants which are commonly ]mown as water lily and 

lotus. Both the water lily and lot,us have been familiar to the 

people of the Orient from time immemorial. They are aquatic 

plants with bright beautiful well-formed flowers-virgin flowers 

that rise up from the depths of muddy sediment and bloom 

above the surface of the water in ponds, ditches and lakes. 

In Thailand the people call the plants "Bna". 'l'he 

word "Bna" in fact has a wide range of usage. It may refer 

to other plants having parts simnar to those of the water lily 

or lotus, to things having the shape, form or parts similar to 

those of the watee lily or lotus, or sometimes to some confec

tions which are molded into shapes resembling parts of the 

water lily or lotus. The word is also used poetically to refer 

sentimentally to the fine shapely breast of a lovely maiden. 

Besides the word "Bua" which refers to the water lily or lotus, 

there are also many other words derived from Sanskrit and 

Bali, which refer to various kinds of water lily and lotus that 

people differentiated in the olden days. This is because most 

of the knowledge including the knowledge of classification 

particularly of water lily and lotus ever known in the Thai 

kingdom originate historically from Sanskrit and Bali. In former 

days the water lily and lotus were classified into two g1·oups: 

Pathnm-Oharth that conforms to lotus and Ubol-Oharth to 

water lily; various kinds of water lily and lotus were differen

tiated and named according to colour, shape or form, size of the 

plants, etc. Such names can be seen in Thai 'literature both 

in prose and poetry, and in the ancient pharmacopoeia, 

I. Dept. of Agriculture, Thailand. 1956. 
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Nowadays more investigations have been made. New 

plants r elated to the water lily and lotus have already been 

found, and a n ew system of classification has been adopted; 

therefore the old. classification is left only as a historical 

r emnant. Because of its loveliness and its special characteris

tics, the 'l'hai people consider the lotus flower as sacred., and 

they accord r ecognition to the flower as an appropriate offerin g 

in Buddhist r ligious rituals. They also know how to make 

use of these well-lmown plants in various ways. They use the 

leaves for wrapping. instead of wrapping-papet· and bags; the 

tubers or rootstocl<s, flower stalks, young leaves and seeds, for 

eating; tuber or rootstock, part of flow er as well as the young 

embryo, for medicine; petals for cigar wrappers; husks of the 

seeds for mush room media and flowers for decorative purposes. 

Various kinds of water lilies and lotus either natural 

species or man-made hybrids are attracting much interest and 

are cultivated for their lovely flowers. 

This article is to draw the attention of those inter ested 

in nature to all the plants belonging to the group of water 

lilies or lotus that have ever appeared in the kingdom of 

Thailand through botanical channels. 



'l'UBER8 

B. Nymphaea spp . ( Dolus (J?"Ott}JS) A. Nymphaea S}JJJ. 

( Castal1:a (J'I'O'tt}J) C. Rootstotlc of Nelwnbo nucije?"a. 

A B 

X -8RC1'IONS OF 8CAPE 

A. Nelwnbo nucije?"a B. Nymphaea spp. ( Casta.Z1:a (J'I"attp) 

C. Nymphaea SlJJl. ( Dot'lts grmt}J) 
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THE LOTUS 

A. The jlowm· 
B. Vert1:cal sect-ion of fiou·e?·: a. scape, b. sepal, c. JJelal, 

d . stamen, e. ap·ical appendage. f. to1·us, g. ovary. 

A 

THE WATEB LILY 

A. 1'he flower. B. Ve?·ticetl sect£on of 

fiowe?": a. scape, b. sepal, c. petal, 

d. stamen, e. ca?''pellar y style, f. ova1·y. 





NYMPHAEACEAE 

Aquatic h erb with l arge horizontal rootstock producing 

stolon, or round elongated tuber, sometimes short and globular; 

milky jnice or watery juice present, turning dark when exposed; 

the particles become sticky and coherent forming a fine staple 

called in Siamese or Thai "Yai Bua ". Leaves peltate orbicular, 

cordate or lanceolate often floating, petiole long rising from the 

rootstock or tuber, erect or partly bending. Flowers solitary 

perfect, blooming above the surface of water, sometimes floating, 

often sweet-scented. Sca-pe or flower stalk similar to the petiole 

and as long as the petiole; sepals 4-6 petaloid; petals indefinite 

numerous hypogynous or perigynous, imbricate in buds, many 

coloured; stamens indefinite numerous with or without apical 

appendage, sometimes petaloid or \vith coloured filaments and 

appendage; anther adnate to th e filament, intorsed split l ength

wise; ovary superior or partly infer ior, many carpels, free or 

united, the free one sunk in the enl arge torus, ovule 1 to many . 

Fruit a nut or berry, dehiscent or indehi scent; seed large or 

small, with aril. 

Key to genera 

A Carpels free and sunk in the enlarged torus __ __ ___ _ Nelumbo 

AA Carpels many united 

B Carpels 20-30 

0 Scape, torus and sepals glabrous or slightly 

l)Ubescent ·whole l eaves floating flat, ovary 

half superior -- -- ·- -------- --- -- ·---- -- --- --- -- ·------ ---------·-- - Nymphaea 

CC Upper part of scape torus and sepals thorny 

leaves large floating flat with margin erect 
and vertically up,vard ovary inferior __ ___ ___ ____ __ __ Victoria 

BB Carpels 8-10 -- -- ·--·-- ----- ----- --- ·--- ---- ·--- -- -- --- -- -- -- ---- -- Barclaya 
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Nelumbo 

Herb with horizontal rootstock proLlncing stolon in mud 

under water , having many air canals, miiky juice present. 

Leaves l a r go obicular, peltate long stout erect and priclded. 

Flowers large on long prickled scape, rising over surface of 

water; clay blooming sweet-scented, white, rosy pink, and yellow. 

sepals 4,-6 often petaloid; petals indefinite : stamens indefinite 

numerous yellow with white appendage, sometimes petaloid; 

carpels free sunk in tho enlarge torus; stigma yellow waxy. Nut 

hard shell, endosperm starchy, embryo bitter. 

Species 2; both present in Thailand, one indigenous and 

distributed all over the country, the oth er inteoduced. This is 

equivalent to Pathum-Oharth in Thai . 

Key to species 

A Flowers l'OSy pink or white .. .. .. .. ........ .. ........ . 

AA Flower s yellow ____ __ ______ __ ... .... ...... .... ..... ..... .... .. . 

N. nucifera 

N. lutea 

N. nucifera, Gae·rtn. (Nelumuit~m speciost~m Willd.). 
Lotus, Sacred lotus; large perennial water plant with horizontal 

rhizome. L eaves peltate orbicular 1-3ft. in diameter, upper surface 

glaucous petiole and flower stalk long erect and prickled. Flowers 

large solitary, rosy pink or white, slightly scented; sepals 4-5 

petaloicl; petals l arge ovate or lanceolate ovate or elliptic ovate 

10-18; Stamens petaloicl in double form variety. 

In Thailand, many varieties bearing different names are 

classified according to their shapes, form, and colour of the 

flowers i.e. 

var. 1 Flower· large lanceolatc ovate, 

Kokranotha, Patma. 

rosy pink: Pathnm, 

var. 2 Flowers small l anceolate ovate, rosy pink, dwarf variety 

and introduced found only in cultivation, introduced 

probably from China. Bua Pekin or Bua Luang Oheen , 

this may be var. pekinensis, 
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var. 3 Flower s large, lanceolate ovate, white: Buntharik. 

var. 4 Flowers large, ovate, double foi'm, rosy pink: Satabankacha. 

'I'hi s variety is the stel'ile form of N. nucifera, to which 

the most of tho stamen becomin g ste l'ile and petaloid, 

making the re al 1 etal more concl'l.ve, and broader than 

larger, and the flower more or l0ss densel y compact. 

Habitat: Every whet·e in pools, ponds and lakes all over the 

Thai kin gdom for var. 2 and 4 usually found in 
cultivated. 

N. nucije?"a is well known for its most beautiful flowers 

used as offerin gs in Buddhist r eligious ritu al, and for decorative 

purposes. trhe plant is also of econ omic value. Tuber s are 

edible and used as food stuff. Leaves fo r wr apping, youn g leaves 

as edible green or sal ad or ar e grilled and used to make a kind 

of infusion to drink. Petals as cigar wr appers. Stamen s and 

embryo are medicinally nsecl. Nut edible, nut shell nsed as 

medium for mushroom gr owin g. 

N. lutea, Pm·s. ( Nelnmbiwn z,ute'um, Wiltd.). American 

lotus, water chinkapine, the plant is similar to N. 11ncifera but 

leavessmaller, and flowers yellow. It is native to North 

America; introduced into 'Thailand many yea r s ago but there is 
no record of flowering in rrhailancl. 

Nymphaea 

Large gr egarious aquatic herb with globular or elongated 

tuber without stolon, more or less solid, water juice present. 

Leaves large or medium, deeply cordate, entire or undulate, or 

sharply toothed margin, upper surface shiny, gt•een or glabrous 

dull purple ot· with purple motlings, lower surface, dull or 

pubescens, petiole long slender or stout glabrous. Flowers on 

the long scape which is usu ally pubescens when yo un g, floating 

or rising above surface of water; clay or night blooming, often 

sweet-scented, many coloured: sepals more or less green outside, 

colout·ed in side; pet als many indefinite ; stamens many, filament 
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flat or slightly threac1-1ike, with or without appendage, sometim l:i 

coloured; oval'y half superio l' , carpels man y united wi th car. 

pellery style; stigma rayed; ovule numerous. Fr·uit berry, 

m aturecl under wat er; seed arillat E' . 'l'his i s equiv alent to 

Ubol-Charth of Th ai and Komuclhini or Chandravikasi of Indian. 

In Thailand species 4 and many introduced h ybrids. 

The genus Nymphaea divided into 2 groups n amely : 

1. Lotus group; comprising of the species having cleeply 

cordate, l eaves with undul ate 01· sharply toothed margin. Air 

cana1s inside the !·lower scape usu ally 6; most of them ar e tropicaL 

2. Castalia; comprising of the speeies having cordate or 

round leaves with entir e margin. Air canals in the scape nsu a11 y 

4 and most o-f them ar e temperate or subtropical. 

Key to species of Nymphaea 

1. Lotus group: 

A Margin of leaves sh arply toothed 

B Stamens without appendage filament fl:1t, 

night blooming 

0 Leaves gl ab1·ous underneath. ...... .... ........ . N. lotus 

CO Leaves pub escens underneath .. .............. :N. lotus var. 

pubescens 

BB Stamens with appendage, filament flat 

at base or not. clay bloomin g .... ............ ... N. capen sis var. 

llan zibari en sis 

AA Margin of leaves undulate 

B Flowers white or pale mauve ................ .. .. N. stellata 

BB Flowers blue or purplish blu e. ...... ... ...... N. cyanea 

N. lotus, Linn. Aquatic herb with large solid tuber, 

leaves l ar ge deeply corclat ecl ancl deeply sinuate or toothed 
mar gin, floatin g, petiole ver y lon g. l!"'1ower s on long scape , 
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floa tin g, night blooming, white, pink or d ark vivid crimson r ed; 

stamens nume1'ous filament flat and t apering towards the apex 
yellow pink or dar lt r eel, without appendage; pollen powdery 

white. 

N. lotus. i s not of Thai origin, but introduced, and nation & 

aliz ecl; now spread all over the country. 

According to shape, form and colour various names ate 

applied in many literal scripts, poetry, and 'l'hai phat·macopoeia. 

A few could· be men·t ioned as folliJws : 

Komudh or Savaetra-Ubol or Bua Kao for the white. 

Ratta-Ubol or Sattabandhna or Bua Daeng for the red. 

Jongkolnee for the pink. (As for this form, Phya Winich 

Vanandoen says in his book "Ornamental P lants of Th ailancl" 

it is a very r are hybrid plant having double flow er s, and petals 

are much wrinkled). Bnt the author has never seen this variety 

and inclined to believe that i t is the cl'eation of poets' imagination. 

N. lotus L-£nn. 't 'ct1' , ')J~tbescens . 'l'his variety is similar 

to N. lotus but l eaves pubescens underneath; scape more or less 

slender; sepals gr ee n with clear long white hands; petals white 
Ol' p in k. 

'!'he plant is widely rl.istribnteLl, locally known as Bu a 

Kin Sai, Bna Khom and Palik in K lnner. 

:Flower stalk is edible as a l'aw or cook ed vegetable. 

N. stellata, Roxb. Annual aquatic h erb, sometimes 

perennial , tuber small. Leaves smaller than that of N. lotus, 5-8 
in. diameter, margin entire or undul at ed, floating. Flowers small 
on scape a little longer than the depth of water, white or pale 

mauve, day blooming, mildly odorous; sepals 4· pale gr een outside 

and white or pale mauve inside ; petals l anceolate 10-20; stamens 

yellow with whi t e 01· pale mauv e appendage; Stigma rays stell a t e. 

'!'his wate r lily is indigenous 

flooded paddy fields, pools or ditches. 

Bua Pb.uan. 

ancl commonly found in 
It is generally ea] led 
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N. cyanea, Roxb. 'l'he species is closely similar and 

related to N. stellata, but flower la1·ger, colour blue or purplish 

blue, strong fragrance, and colour fade s after blooming for 2. to 

3 days. 

The plant is native to this country occasionally found in 

stagnant pools and ditches of certain localities. 

Many names ai'e applied t o this water lily i.e. Bua P h ai.1, 

:13ua Kharb, Nilubol, Nilobol, Nilotabol and Nil-Ubol. 

N. capensis, Thunb. va1·. zanzibctriensis. Aquatic herb 

with large tuber. Leaves·viv'id green and shiny deeply cm·d ate 

and sharply sinuate toothed margin, floating sometimes curved 

upwards. Flower s on long erect and stout scape, large or small 

d ne to growth of plant, rising above t h e surface of water, clay 

blooming, sweet-scented; sepals 4 t hick dark green outsid e, 

margenta inside, triangular in shape; petal s smaller margenta 

20-35 in number; stamens many, filament yellow with margenta 

ot purple appendage, style and sti gma yellow. 

This is native of Zanziber, and introduced into Thailand 

for n early 70 yea1·s by a member of the roy al fami1y in the 

reign of King Rama V, Phra Vimardather Khrom Khun Sutdha

sin in ar t . The plant i s only found cultivated and well established. 

As there i s stiH no Thai n ame for it, the author begs to 

propose the name "Sntdhasinobol " for this ch arm in g water lily. 

2. Castali a group: 

All Castalia in Thailand are introduced hybrids. 

Victoria 

Perennial aqu ati c herb with l arge standing et"ect tuber, 

and anchor ed by numerous spongy roots. Leaves large, floating 

with margin turned up at r ight an gle to the wat er surface, 

close n etwork of prickly ve ins underneath; petiole long terete 
stout and prickled. Flowers l arge on scape which is similar to 
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the petiole, night blooming, strong fragrance; sepals prickly; 

petals numerous white turning red; stamens indefinite numerous, 

filament linear lanceolate; ovary inferior, paracarpels forming 

cup between stamen and style, true carpels 30-40; stigma in 

the bottom, broad; fruit large bcl'l'y like, cro,vned by torus. 

The largest of all water lili efl, south American origin, 

generic name dedicated to Queen Victoria. 'rhis is also a 

member of Ubol-Oharth in Thai, Genera ~Z, in Thailand 1, 
introduced. 

V. regia, Lindl. Large erect tuber; leaves large 3-6 
:Et. in diameter with margin vertically turned up 2-4 in. at 

edge, glabrous and shiny above, closely network of prickly 

veins, scarcely pubescent and reddish underneath; petiole, and 

peduncle long, 1-2 in. diameter covered with prickles. Flowers 

large 6-10 in. across, f:loating, blooming at early night, white 

turning pink in the early morning and later deep red in the 

second days, much fragrant; sepals 4 pale green, covered oith 

prickles near the tip; petals 30-50 oblong or obt11Se; ovary 

with prickles. 

The species was introduced into this country over 50 
years ago; found only in cultivation for ornamental purposes, 

well established. In Thailand local name Bua Kradong or Bua 

Victoria. 

Barclaya 

Small submerged aquatic h erb \Vith long rootstock. 

Leaves erect or floating, petiole long. Flowers floating hardly 

expanding, pink; sepals long imbricate narrow and apiculate; 
petals shorter numerous into series connate below; stamens 

indefinite numerous, filam ent short; ovary superior 6-8 carpels, 

style triangular. Fruit b erry globose or sub.globose. 

In Thailand species 3 indiginous to the southern part, 
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Key te species 

A Plant tomentose, leaves ronnel cordate 
sepals narrow __ ______ ... .. .. .. .. ... ....... .. .. . . ... .. .. .. ... . .. B. m.o.tleyi 

AA Plant g•labrous 

B Leaves thin oblong ovate or l anceolate cordate 
sepals narrow shortly apiculate fruit globose .. .. B. kunthleri 

BB Leaves thin ob1ong lanceolate with deeply 
cordate base petiole and peduncle ve ry lon g 

sepals broader .... .. .. .... .. ...... ........ ... .... ..... . ... ..... ... B. longifolia 

B. mo.tleyi, Hook. Plant on saudy bed, tube~· Ol' root

stock villous. Leaves thick ronnel, co1·dat e, blunt, .the blade 
glabrous above except on nerve tom en tose, tom.en:tose bene.ath 

2-3 in.. long, 3- .5 in. wide; petiole and ]>ecluncle tomentose 3-8 
in. lo.ng. Flowers floating; sepals narrow keeled 1- 2 in. long 

a]>iculat.e; petals linear inner series smaller and tense colonl'; 

stamens yellow, pistil pink; .fruit globose; seed small elUptic 
spiny. 

The plant is found in area of Narativas. 

B. longifolia, Ridl. (B. motteyana var. kunthle·ri King.). 

The species is the closed affinity to i/3 . MobZey·i but all parts of 

the p~ant glabreus and leaves oblong ovate or lanceolate cordate 
sometimes with retuse base; sepals linear accnminate and 
shortly apicnlate. Fruit smaller globose, seed globose spiny. 

The plant is found in Satul and Ohumpawn area. 

B. kunthleri, Wall. Submerged 'P'lant. Leaves thin 
glabrous lanceol ate cordate 6-9 in. long, 1.5 in. wide, -petiole 
long slender 6-8 in. long. Flowers on glabrous, peduncle 10-12 
long; sepals tanoeolate broader about .6 in. apiculate; petals 
-s hor'ter oblon·g li-near blunt. Fruit gl obose, seerl globose not 
spiny. 

This species is found in Satul a:p.Q. Koh Chang, 
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