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Dixon, DJ. Ficus lilliputiana (Moraceae); a new species from the Kimberley region of Western 
Australia and the Northern Territory. Nuytsia 13(3): 457-464 (2001). Ficus lilliputiana D.J. Dixon, 
a new species in subgenus Urostigma sect. Malvanthera Comer is described from the East Gardiner 
District of Western Australia and the Victoria River District of the Northern Territory. This lithophytic 
species is restricted to the sandstone escarpments around Kununurra and the Keep River National Park. 
Ficus lilliputiana is distinct, being the smallest taxon in the section and the only one to have a prostrate 
habit. Two forms are recognized, F. lilliputiana f. lilliputiana and F. lilliputiana f. pilosa D.J. Dixon, 
and are differentiated on the basis of the presence or absence of an indumentum. A key to the forms 
and notes on distribution, ecology, reproduction, conservation status and etymology are provided. 

Introduction 

The genus Ficus L., (Moraceae) has a pan-tropical distribution and is estimated to consist of 
approximately 750 species worldwide. Thirty-nine species are recorded for Australia in all mainland 
states except Victoria. The genus is divided into four subgenera, Ficus, Urostigma (Gasp.) Miq., 
Pharmacosycea Miq., and Sycomorus (Gasp.) Miq., which are further subdivided into sections, 
subsections, series, and subseries (Comer 1959a, b, c, & d). The majority of Australian species occur 
in the Ficus sub gen. Ficus and Ficus sub gen. Urostigma. The taxa in the Urostigma sect. Malvanthera 
are currently being revised (Dixon 1999; Dixon in press; Dixon et al. in press) as .the Flora treatment 
of Chew (1989) has proved unworkable. 

The species in this section occur in Papua New Guinea and Australia. The Papua New Guinean and 
eastern Australian species, which are frequently encountered in complex rainforest, are hemi-epiphytic 
and commonly referred to as strangler figs. The remaining species are lithophytic and are usually 
associated with deciduous vine thickets on rocky outcrops in western Queensland, the Northern 
Territory, and Western Australia. One species, F. brachypoda (Miq.) Miq., extends into central 
Australia (Dixon, in review). Wheeler (1992) recorded a prostrate Ficus from the Kimberley region of 
Western Australia. She indicated that it was allied to Ficus platypoda (Miq.) A.Cunn. ex Miq. but its 
taxonomic status required further study. This prostrate fig is here described as a new species, Ficus 
lilliputiana. 
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Materials and methods 

Twenty seven specimens from across the distributional range of F. lilliputiana were examined. 
Descriptions are based on material received on loan from the following Hcrbaria: AD, CANB, DNA, 
JCT, NSW, and PERTH. Many of the specimens received were sterile, and ifreproductive organs were 
present they were usually few in number. Measurements of the vegetative and floral organs represen t 
the mean of three organs and arc accurate lo± 0.1 mm. Measurements of the vegetative organs were 
taken from dried material. The syconia were measured from spirited material preserved in 80% ethanol. 
The species has been seen in its natural habitat. 

Taxonomy 

Ficus lilliputiana D.J. Dixon, sp. nov. 

Species affinis Fico brachypodae (Miq.) Miq. a quo distinguitur habilo prostrato. 

Typus: hills to the East of Hidden Valley Caravan Park, Kununurra, 15"46'S, 128"45'E, Western 
Australia, 18 October 1997, D.J. Dixon PHD423 & /.Champion (halo : PERTH; iso: BRI, DNA). 

Diminutive lithophytic shruh to 45 cm high , spreading to 100 cm diam. Twigs glabrous or 
pubcrulous wi!h ascc1JJing hya!illc hair~. g!ahn:.-;ccllL Lcm'l'.\ al!crnalc. St ipu/c 10.0-23.5 mm long; 
glabrous or puberulous with ascending hyaline hairs, glabrescent. Petiole 2 .5-16.0 mm long, 
0.5-1.5 mm wide, glabrous or puberu lous with ascending hyaline hairs. Lamina 8.0-66.6 mm long, 
6.0-40.5 mm wide, obovate, ovate, oblong, elliptic or narrowly elliptic; base cordate, rounded or 
obtuse; apex rounded , ob!usc or acute; abaxi al surface glabrous, or pubcrulous Lo pi lose with ascending 
hyalinc hairs; adaxial surface glabrous or puberulous Lo pilose, often with ascending hyaline hairs 
concentrated around base, glabrescent. Leaf venation: basal veins indistinct, 33.0°-90.0°; lateral veins 
17-46 pairs, 51.0°-78.0°. Syconia spheroid to obloid, 5.4-11 .5 mm long, 5.3-13.0 mm diam., yellow, 
orange, red, purple or maroon, glabrous or minutely puberulous to puberulous with ascending hyaline 
hairs, glabrescent, sometimes punctate; ostiole triradiate. Basal bracts 3, imbricate, caducous or 
occasionally persistent, glabrous or puberulous to pilosc, with ascending hyaline hairs. Peduncle 
1.0-7.0 mm long, glabrous or puberulous with ascending hyalinc hairs. Interfloral bracts present. 
Female florets embedded in wall ofreceptacle, sessi le or pcdicellate; tepals 3 or4; stigma simple. Male 
florets interspersed with the female and gall florets, sessile or pedicellatc; tepals 3 or 4; anther I, 
dehisccnce crescentic. Gall florets sessile or pedicellate; tcpals 3 or 4. 

Note. There are two forms, which are distinguished as the key below. 

Key to the forms of Ficus lilliputiana 

I. Leaves and other parts glabrous ......................................................................... a. f. lilliputiana 

1. Leaves hairy, other parts variously hairy ................................................................... b. f. pilosa 

a. Ficus lilliputiana D.J. Dixon f. lilliputiana 

All parts glabrous . (Figure 1) 



D.J. Dixon, Ficus /illiputiana, a new species from the Kimberley region of WA and NT 459 

.. 

+ f'" 

" 

1.:J~••f.:l . "' 'J ' f ; 1 11 I ' . 
' !1 , , , . I _, .. ,1..,.__,_l 

' ···- · 

Figure 1. The holotype of Ficus lil/ipuriana. 

ANNOTATION 

~\o(o4jpe. vf rilvS ltl!1·p,Jt;4V'IC\.. 

:D.:s. 'Di"-C11l 

EX - James Cook University Herbarium (JCT) 

MORACEAE 

Ficus lilliputiana D.J. Dixon 

f . lil/iputiana 

Collector: O.J. Dixon PHO 423 & I. Champion 

Date: 18.x. 1997 Det: D.J. Dixon 

Lat: 15'46'5 Long: 128'45E 

State and District: Western Australia: East Gardner 

Locality: Hills to the north-east of the Hidden 
Valley Caravan Park, Kununurra. 

Notes: Prostrate lithophyte on sandstone. 
Common. 
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Specimens examined. WESTERN AUSTRALIA; EAST GARDNER DISTRICT: Hidden Valley, 
3.2kmEofKununurra, 15°43S, 128°48E, 1July1976,A.C. Beauglehole ACB54182(PERTH); Hidden 
Valley National Park, Kununurra, 15°45S, 128°45E, 18 July 1988, D.F. Blaxell & J. Wrigley 88/057 
(NSW);nearKimberley Research Station, Ord River, 12Apr.1958,N.T Burbidges.n. (AD); Lake Argyle 
off access road lo Ord River Dam, l 6°05S l 28°45E, 23 Oct. 1997, D.J. Dixon PHD450 & /. Champion 
(JCT); hills to the E of Hidden Valley Caravan Park, Kununurra, l 5°46S, l 28°45E, 18 Oct. 1997, 
D.J. Dixon PHD420 & l. Champion (JCT); 14.7 km ESE of Kununurra off Victoria Highway, l 5°49S, 
128°51E, 23 Oct. 1997, D.J. Dixon PHD456 & l. Champion (JCT); Hidden Valley justEofKununurra, 
l4°46S, l 28°45E, 24 Apr. 1977, A.S. George 14539 (PERTH); Carlton Gorge on Ord River, 15"57S, 
128°46E, 21June1995, K.F. Kenneally 11624 (PERTH); Hidden Valley, Kununurra, 15°43S, 128°48E, 
31 May 1975, P. Ollerenshaw 1677 (CANB); Hidden Valley, near Kununurra, 15"46S, 128°44E, 
18 Apr. 1987, R. W. Purdie 3300 (CANB); Hidden Valley, Kununurra, l 5°45S, I 28°46E, 15June1984, 
M. Rankin 2945 (DNA). 
NORTHERN TERRITORY; VICTORIA RIVER DISTRICT: Keep River, 15°47S, l 29°02E, 23 Sep. 
1975,A.S. Mitchells.n. (DNA). 

b. Ficus lilliputiana f. pilosa D.J. Dixon,f nov. 

Formas, proxima affinis f. lilliputianae, sed ab ea semper differt a puberulis ad trichomata pilosa 
hyalina praesentibus in foliis. 

Typus: hills off the road north-east of Hidden Valley Caravan Park, Kununurra, I 5°43S l 28"44E, 
Western Auslra lia, 21October1997, D.J. Dixon PI-10447 & I. Champion (halo: PERTH; iso: BR!, DNA). 

Leaves with both surfaces of the lamina minutely puberulous to pilose with ascending hyaline hairs. 
(Figures 2, 3) 

Specimensexamined. WESTERNAUSTRALIA;EASTGARDNERDISTRICT: Martin'sGap,EofOrd 
River, 15°37S 128°52E, 14 Apr.1956,N.T. Burbidge 5156(CANB); Lake Argyle off access road to Ord 
River Dam, 16°05S, 128°45E, 23 Oct. 1997, D.J. Dixon PHD449 & I. Champion (JCT); hills to the E 
of Hidden Valley Caravan Park, Kununurra, 15°46S, 128°45E, 18 Oct. 1997, D.J. Dixon PHD421 & 
/. Champion (JCT); Hidden Valley, 3.3 km E of Kununurra, l5°47S, 128°46E, 9 Aug. 1981, 
K. F. Kenneally 7690 (PERTH); Kelly's Knob, Mirima (Hidden Valley) National Park near Kununurra, 
NE Kimberley, 23 June 1989, K.F. Kenneally 10939 (PERTH); 8 km N ofKununurra, l5°47S, 128°44E, 
1 Oct. l979,Petheram477 (DNA); Hidden Valley, l5°46S, 128°45E, 22Aug. 1988,K. Hil/935 (NSW). 
NORTHERNTERRITORY; VICTORIA RIVER DISTRICT: Gurrandalng Walk, 10 km N of Cockatoo 
Lagoon, Keep River National Park, l5°53S, 129°03E, 26 June 1984, K.F. Kenneally s.n. (PERTH). 

Distribution and ecology. Both forms of F. lilliputiana have a limited and totally sympatric 
distribution (Figure 4). The species is restricted to the sandstone escarpments of the north-eastern 
Kimberley region of Western Australia and the adjacent Keep River National Park of the Northern 
Territory. Ficus lilliputiana is a lithophyte found growing only in rock crevices (Figure 3). In some 
cases both forms of this species occur next to one another in the same rock crevice and have been 
collected and presented as the same herbarium specimen. The PERTH specimen, Kenneally 11624, 
collected from Carlton Gorge on the Ord River is a mixture of both forms. 

Flowering period. Fertile plants have been collected from April to October. However, as further 
material is collected I expect that reproduction will prove to be continuous throughout the year to 
support the reproduction of the pollinator wasp. 
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Figure 2. Ficus lilliputiana f. pi/osa. A - sycones (scale bar 2 mm); B - twig with axillary sycones; C - branch (scale 
bar 20 mm); D - male floret (scale bar I mm); E - female florets (scale bar I mm). Drawn by Margaret Menadue from 
K.F. Kenneally 7690 (PERTH). 
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Figure 3. Habit of Ficus li/liputiana f. pilosa . A - on sandstone escarpments of Hidden Valley, east of Kununurra; 
B - close up of leaves and syconia. Photographs by Kevin Kenneally. 
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Figure 4. The distribution of Ficus lilliputiana f. lilliputiana e and Ficus lilliputiana f. pilosa 4 based on available 
collection data. 

Pollination. The pollinator wasp of Ficus lilliputiana is Pleistodontes proximus Wiebes. Pleistodontes 
proximus was originally described by Wiebes (1990) from wasps recovered from the Kenneally 7690 
specimen held at PERTH which had been determined as F. platypoda, but which is in fact F. lilliputiana. 

Conservation status. Both forms are found in national parks in Western Australia (Mirrima), and the 
Northern Territory (Keep River), however, because of the horticultural appeal of this species, a 
conservation code of 2RCa is appropriate (Briggs & Leigh 1996). CALM Conservation Codes for 
Western Australian Flora: Priority Four. 

Etymology. The specific epithet - lilliputiana alludes to the small growth habit of this species. All 
other species in subgenus Urostigma sect. Malvanthera, are erect shrubs or large trees. Stearn (1993) 
refers to other plant taxa with this epithet as being small enough to inhabit the land of Lilliput in Swift' s 
"Gulliver's Travels". To the Lilliputians, a race of people no taller than six inches (Swift 1726), this 
fig would have truly been a magnificent banyan. Therefore, I consider F. lilliputiana to be a worthy 
addition to the flora of Lilliput. 

The form epithet of F. lilliputiana f. pilosa is derived from the Latin term - pilosus, and refers to 
the hairs present on both surfaces of the leaves. 

Notes. This species is easily recognized in the field as it is the only prostrate species occurring in the 
subgenus Urostigma sect. Malvanthera. If collected without reference to its habit, F. lilliputiana 
f. pilosa may be confused with F. brachypoda. However, it can be distinguished from this species by 
the absence of ferruginous hairs. Ficus lilliputiana has immense horticultural appeal because of its 
prostrate habit. Lilliput' s Fig would be an apt vernacular for this species. 



464 Nuytsia Vol. 13, No. 3 (2001) 

Acknowledgements 

The Co-operative Research Centre for Tropical Rainforest Ecology and Management provided 
grant support for this study. The following herbaria kindly provided specimens on loan or bench space 
during my visits: AD, CANE, DNA, JCT, PERTH, and NSW. I thank the Directors and Staff of these 
institutions, for without access to these valuable collections this study could not have proceeded. I 
am grateful to Kevin Kenneally for providing habit photographs and the drawings by Margaret 
Menadue. Thanks go to Craig Burgess for the preparation of the distribution map. Jamie Halke kindly 
translated the Latin diagnosis. Finally I wish to express my thanks to Assoc. Prof. Betsy Jackes, Dr Leone 
Bielig, and John Dowe for their comments on the manuscript. 

References 

Briggs, J.D. & Leigh, J.H. (1 996). "Rare and threatened Australian plants." (CSIRO: Collingwood.) 

Chew, W.L. (1989). Moraceae. In: George, A.S. (ed.) "Flora of Australia." Vol. 3, pp. 15-68. (Australian Government 
Printing Service: Canberra.) 

Corner, E.J.H. (1959a). Taxonomic notes on Ficus Linn., Asia and Australia, I. subgcn. Urostigma (Gasp.) Miq. Gardens 
Bulletin Singapore 17: 368-404. 

Corner, E.J.H. (1959b). Taxonomic notes on Ficus Linn., Asia and Australia, II. subgen. Pharmacosycea Miq. Gardens 
/Julletin Singapore 17: 405-4 15. 

Corner, E.J .H. (I 959c). Taxonomic notes on Ficus Linn., Asia and Australia, Ill. subgen. Ficus and sect. Ficus. Gordens 
/Julletin Singapore 17: 416-441. 

Corner, E.J .1-1. (1959d). Taxonomic notes on Ficus Linn., Asia and Australia, IV . subgen. Ficus sect. Sycidium Miq. 
Gardens Bulletin Singapore 17: 442-485. 

Dixon, D.J. (1999). Figuring out the Figs. Systematic studies in Ficus, Moraceae, (Urostigma sect. Malvanthera), PhD 
Thesis, James Cook University, Townsville. 

Dixon, D.J. Figs, Wasps, and Species Concepts. In press. A re-evaluation of the infraspecific taxa of Ficus macrophylla 
(Moraceae; Urostigma sect. Malvanthera). Australian Systematic Botany. 

Dixon, DJ., Jackes, BJ., & Bielig, L.M. (in press). Figuring out the Figs. The Ficus obliqua - Ficus rubiginosa complex 
(Moraceae; Urostigma sect. Malvanthera). Australian Systematic Botany. 

Stearn, W.T. (1993). "Botanical Latin." (David & Charles Publishers: Devon.) 

Swift, J. (1726). "Travels into several remote nations of the world." (B. Motte: London.) 

Wiebes, J.T. (1990). Species of Pleistodontes from the Australian continent (Hymenoptera, Agaonidae). Beaufortia 
41(29): 219-225. 

Wheeler, J.R. (1992). Moraceae. In: Wheeler, J.R. et al. "Flora of the Kimberley Region." pp. 77-84. (Department 
of Conservation and Land Management: Como, Western Australia.) 




