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Discussions

Anacamptis pyramidalis s. 1.

Since its original description in 1913, Anacamptis pyramidalis subsp. urvilleana (Sommier & Caruana
Gatto) Landwehr was always unquestionably considered as endemic to the Maltese Islands. In the
late 2000s, however, some orchidologists started treating this orchid as an early-flowering taxon of
A. pyramidalis (L.) Rich., an orchid which is widely distributed throughout southern Europe.

Whether the two species are distinct or not has never been questioned by Maltese botanists, and
in fact the early-flowering subsp. urvilleana has been treated as one of the most attractive endemic
orchid species of the Maltese Islands and distinct from A. pyramidalis. However, this legacy has been
broken twice: first when it was removed from species rank and attributed as a variety of A. pyramidalis
in the monograph of European orchids by KELLER & SCHLECHTER (1926); and more recently, when it was
synonymised with A. pyramidalis. This was initiated by BUTTLER (1991), supported by DELFORGE (2006)
and then published again by KRETZSCHMAR et al. (2007). This synonymy was then accepted in most
species databases (namely the International Plant Names Index, The Plant List, Tropicos, EU-Nomen and
the Kew's World Checklists of Selected Plant Families).

While Maltese botanists still treat subsp. urvilleana as a distinct orchid species (e.g. SULTANA, 2009;
MiFsub, 2002-2014; CasHA, 2014; LANFRANCO & BONETT, 2016), most foreign authors are following
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ANACAMPTIS PYRAMIDALIS S. L.

These differences in opinion between foreign and local orchidologists highlight a lack of knowledge
regarding subsp. urvilleana and the early-flowering waves of A. pyramidalis abroad, since foreign
authors probably do not know enough about subsp. urvilleana and local botanists do not have much
experience with A. pyramidalis outside of Malta. The work by Mirsub (2016), summarised in TABLE 1,
attempts to address this potential knowledge gap by giving a detailed account of the phenological,
morphological and possible karyological differences between subsp. urvilleana and A. pyramidalis.

Based on these distinctions between the two pyramidal orchids, the cautious ranking of a variety for
subsp. urvilleana was considered to be the most suitable and was advocated by Mirsup (2016) owing
to: the lack of geographical separation; the morphological differences were overall considered subtle;
the possible but remote overlap of the flowering period (FiG. 5); and the need for a karyological study
more selective to A. pyramidalis s. |. in Malta. MiFsub (2016) sought to bring back the recognition
of the endemic orchid within the major European classification systems, in particular Euro+Med,
eMonocot and Kew's World Checklists of Selected Plant Families. Kew's World Checklists of Selected
Plant Families has since updated their database to reflect the distinction of subsp. urvilleana as a
variety, but unfortunately, the varietal ranking is not treated with any taxonomic importance in these
classifications and they consequently do not recognise any taxa below the subspecies rank.

While the ranking between variety and subspecies in Orchidaceae is quite arbitrary and without a
well-defined taxonomic application, the taxonomic ranking of the Maltese pyramidal orchid is now
recommended to be raised from a variety to that of a subspecies, as was already proposed by LANDWEHR
(1977) and as applied in this book. This treatment was put forward as a result of new considerations
and observations obtained from recent studies since the publication of Mirsub (2016), of which the
following three important rationales are discussed:
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FiG. 1. Dissected flowers of Anacamptis pyramidalis
subsp. pyramidalis (top, Mar. 2005) and subsp.
urvilleana (bottom, May 2005) showing the
difference in the shape of the tepals and general
reduced sizes in subsp. urvilleana. Spur of subsp.
pyramidalis is 13-20 mm long, that of subsp.
urvilleana is 8=11 mm long. FIG. 2. Elongated spike
of Anac- amptis pyramidalis subsp. urvi- lleana with
about 100 flowers. FiG. 3. Spike of Anacamptis
pyramidalis subsp. pyramidalis which is relatively
shorter and hence with less flowers than that of
subsp. urvilleana (see FIG. 2).
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DISCUSSIONS

1 Two new morphological differences that were not tackled in the work of MiFsub (2016) widen
the difference between the two Anacamptis species. Having smaller flowers and relatively longer
inflorescences, subsp. urvilleana produces an average of 70-80 flowers compared to the 40-50
by A. pyramidalis. Moreover, it was observed by Stephen Mifsud in 2017 that subsp. urvilleana
gives off a mild sweet scent in comparison to the disagreeable one emitted by A. pyramidalis,
described by some orchidologists as foxy. Both of these characteristics have a significant impact
on their pollinator-attracting strategies, which is the core aspect of orchid evolution. While the
pollinating insects of both plants have not been documented for Malta, the differences in flower
size (especially the length of the spur and the stigmatic cavity), the scent, the colour of the corolla
and the flowering period indicates that the two pyramidal orchids have different pollinator(s).

2 The two orchids are not geographically isolated and share more or less the same habitat in Malta,
although A. pyramidalis is more adapted to colonise disturbed rocky areas than subsp. urvilleana.
However, the possibility for cross-pollination is unlikely since they have markedly different flowering
periods with an infrequent and possibly insignificant flowering overlap, specifically on the rare
occasion that the winter period is particularly long (promoting the endurance of subsp. urvilleana)
with an abrupt change to the summer period (promoting the earlier blossoming of A. pyramidalis).
Hence, while they are sympatric (sharing the same geographical area) and reasonably syntopic
(co-existing in the same habitat) they are rarely synchronic (occurring at the same time). Without
a frequent exchange of gametes between the two
orchids, subsp. urvilleana, a presumed descendent
of A. pyramidalis, could evolve freely in comparison
to situations abroad where the two flowering
waves of A. pyramidalis s. |. are not isolated and
there is a frequent exchange of genes and fertile
offspring.

3 A similar situation to the one in Malta exists on
the island of Mallorca (the largest island of the
Balearic Islands), where there is an early pale
purple flowering wave (FIG. 6) starting roughly
at the beginning of February (FiG. 7) and ending
in mid-March and a second wave with more
deeply purple flowers blooming from mid-April
to May (pers. comm., SVEN JONASSON, 2017).
Examination by Stephen Mifsud of photographic
evidence and measurements of the early wave of
orchids from Mallorca provided by Sven Jonasson
led to the conclusion that this early-flowering
population has flower dimensions within the
range of A. pyramidalis s. str. For example, most
of the spurs of the early-flowering wave were
10-18 mm long (FiG. 8) and the lips were as
large as the nominal A. pyramidalis. Some of the
inflorescences were short and pyramidal, others
elongated like subsp. urvilleana, although they
superficially seemed to be less dense and less
compact than subsp. urvilleana. The lobes of the

FIG. 4. Anacamptis pyramidalis subsp. urvilleana grow-
ing in clumps, the typical growth form for the species.

FiG. 5. Anacamptis pyramidalis subsp. pyramidalis (left)

) i and subsp. urvilleana (right) found growing together at
||p Were on average more redangu"ar with smooth Marfa on 8 Apr. 2018. Differences in the flower mor-

curves, rather than rounded as they generally are in - phology and sizes are quite distinct.
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ANACAMPTIS PYRAMIDALIS S. L.

subsp. urvilleana. This preliminary
comparison suggests that these
plants in Mallorca correspond
to the variety A. pyramidalis var.
brachystachys (D'Urville) Boissier,
which, as stated by DELFORGE
(2006), is morphologically
similar to A. pyramidalis s. str.
While this variety has laxer
inflorescences with paler flowers,
itis still surely different from subsp.
urvilleana, as pointed out by
SOMMIER & CARUANA GATTO (1915),
-5 bl £ who also argued that if subsp.

| T N 78 e ;, urvilleana ~ was indeed var.
‘\ - Ul SN B il (2|  brachystachys, the French
FiG. 6. Early wave of Anacamptis pyramidalis s. str. on 29 Mar. 2017 from Mallorca  potanist Jules Durmont D'Urville,
. oy s p1aridls 17 M3 o imelf descibed the spece
A. brachystachys, would have

recorded its presence from Malta when he came to visit and explore the Maltese Islands in the
19th century. Consequently, it is understood that according to D'Urville the pyramidal orchids in
the Maltese Islands do not correspond to var. brachystachys.

Interestingly, the general trend of an early wave of A. pyramidalis s. 1. producing paler and slightly
smaller flowers followed by a second wave of A. pyramidalis s. str. with more vivid colours also occurs
in other countries in Europe, namely Portugal, Greece (including Crete) and in Italy (only in Sicily)
(F1G. 9). However, it is likely that the early-flowering population in Malta has evolved and speciated
into a distinct orchid. While with our present knowledge the subspecies ranking seems to be the most
suitable, results from genetic and karyological studies, statistical isometric comparative analysis and
pollinator interactions may be the ultimate tools to justify the promotion of this orchid to species level
as originally proposed by SOMMIER & CARUANA GATTO (1915). Meanwhile, the subspecies ranking should
be enough to warrant the conservation of the endemic Maltese pyramidal orchid, as well as better
recognition and taxonomic significance at an international level.
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- iaisaustsannins: : FIG. 9. Anacamptis pyramidalis subsp. pyramidalis from Ragusa,
FiG. 8. Dissected flowers of Anacamptis pyramidalis subsp. Sicily found with pink flowers on 7 Apr. 2014. At first glance it

pyramidalis from Mallorca showing large flowering parts appears to be subsp. urvilleana but the large anatomical parts of the
(spur 11-20 mm long). Photo by Sven Jonasson. flower (e.g. spur 15 mm long) clearly belong to subsp. pyramidalis.
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