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The series of the discolorous blackberries (Rubus L., Rosaceae)
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Abstract – In this short note the infrageneric structure of the discolorous blackberries is explained and a new Rubus 
series, the Porphyri, is described.

Samenvatting – In deze korte notitie wordt de infragenerische structuur van de discolore bramen uiteengezet en 
wordt een nieuwe Rubus-serie, de Porphyri, beschreven.
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The subdivision of Rubus L. subgenus Rubus is complicated, 
especially on the level of series. These are often considered 
to be merely pragmatic artificial congregates without real taxo-
nomic value. For some series that may be true, such as the 
Apiculati (Focke) R.Keller (1922: 764), but other groups have a 
clear natural base, such as the Suberecti (Lindl.) Focke (1877: 
76) and the Sprengeliani Focke (1877: 241). The borders are 
not always clear, but the core of these series consists of taxa 
with an evident genetic relationship.
Such a phylogenetic base can also be found within the group 
of discolorous taxa of Rubus. In this group are two clusters of 
diploid, sexual plants, which are centred around, respectively R. 
ulmifolius Schott (1818: 42) and R. aetnicus Weston (1770: 257). 
These species often produce (almost) infertile hybrids. There 
are also two clusters of triploids in the discolorous group. One of 
these have genetic input from R. ulmifolius and the other one from 
R. aetnicus. However, most discolorous blackberries belong to a 
cluster of apogamous tetraploids in a reticulate relationship with 
influence of R. ulmifolius. Finally, there is a cluster of taxa which 
obviously have their origin in hybridization of R. aetnicus with R. 
ulmifolius. The ploidy level of the latter cluster and its internal 
relationship requires more research, especially because of the 
occurrence of direct hybrids of R. ulmifolius and R. aetnicus, 
which can be very similar to the normal fertile species. 

This short paper will be a base for the taxonomic classifica-
tion of the discolorous Rubus taxa and an invitation for further 
investigations.
Sudre (1908 ‒13) already distinguished, based on morphological 
features only, five of these clusters of discolorous blackberries, 
that he gave the rank of subsections. Only the triploids of the Por-
phyri (see below) were distributed among several sub sections, 
but in the case of R. flaccidus P.J.Müll. (1858: 134) with explicit 
doubt on its taxonomic position. 
In line with present current usage, Sudre’s subsections are 
conceived as series. The clusters mentioned above refer to 
the following series:

1. Series Tephrocaulon Boulay (1877: 12).
= series Gypsocaulon (Sudre) Juz. (1941: 20).

Type species: Rubus rusticanus Mercier (1861: 279; = R. 
ulmifolius Schott).

Characteristics — Diploid; primocanes pruinose, purple-brown, 
with equal strong prickles, eglandular; leaflets small, coriaceus, 
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often obovate and short mucronate, adaxially (almost) glabrous; 
inflorescences pyramidal to cylindric, with only a few leaves 
at the base; petals usually deep pink with a somewhat purple 
shine, broad ovate to suborbicular.

This series consists of Rubus ulmifolius and its eastern counter-
part R. creticus L. (1756: 15; = R. sanctus Schreber 1766: 15), 
which sometimes is conceived as a subspecies of R. ulmifolius 
(R. ulmifolius subsp. anatolicus Focke 1886: 335).

2. Series Poiretiani Tratt. (1823: 44).
≡  series Tomentosi Focke (1877: 225; series Argyrophylli 

A.Beek 2016: 46).

Type species: Rubus tomentosus Willd. (1799: 1083); non 
Borkhausen (1794: 108). — (See ICN art. 48, Turland et al. 
2018; van de Beek & Domina 2021).

Characteristics — Diploid; primocanes not or hardly pruinose, 
green or reddish, with usually unequal slender sharply reflexed or 
hooked prickles and often some stipitate glands; leaves, especial-
ly in the inflorescence, often with adaxially stellate hairs; inflores-
cence with hooked prickles on the axis and many thin prickles on 

the peduncles and pedicels; flowers white or with a yellow shine. 
This series consists of Rubus aetnicus, a species with a large 
variability. The position of R. canescens DC (1815: 545), which 
has been found only at the Col de Madeleine near Vinadio in 
North-West Italy, is not precisely clear. The species is diploid, 
but it differs substantially from R. aetnicus (see van de Beek 
& Domina 2021). Maybe R. ulmifolius ‒ which is also found in 
Vinadio, see a specimen of Reichenbach fil., Flora pedemon-
tana 1843, 4 Aug, in W ‒ participated in its origin. In that case 
it should rather be placed into the series Subtomentosi Sudre 
ex Bouvet (1907: 41, 95).

3. Series Candicantes Focke (1877: 154).

Type species: Rubus candicans Weihe ex Rchb. (1832: 601).

Characteristics — Triploid; primocane furrowed, leaflets usu-
ally short stalked, the lower ones often 0 ‒ 3 mm; inflorescence 
with long ascending, usually low divided, peduncles and thin 
pedicels, not forming cymes.

The plants of this series are related to Rubus aetnicus and 
originate from hybridization of that species with other species, 

Fig. 1. A primocane of a plant of Rubus dahmsianus G.Loos in the experimental bramble garden in Veenendaal (Province of Utrecht, the Netherlands). The 
plant has been transplanted from the type location Burgsteinfurt (North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany). Photo: Bram van de Beek, 26 juni 2020.
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probably especially from the subsection Rubus. Groups of 
taxa around R. montanus Libert ex Lej. (1813: 317) and R. 
grabowskii Weihe ex Günth. & al. (1827: 14) are the core of 
this series. These taxa have few, inconspicuous morphological 
differences that are consistent over large distribution areas. 
The precise status of these taxa is still a matter of present 
research. Next to these groups there are better distinct taxa, 
e.g., R. phyllostachys P.J.Müll. (1858: 133).

Note — The name Rubus candicans is legitimate and not 
identical with R. silesiacus Weihe (1829: 53), as Weber (1986) 
states, because Reichenbach (1832: 601) does not refer to a 
publication of the latter, which he does when it is about a pub-
lished name, but only mentions its name, obviously referring 
to a specimen; he also does not enlist it at the beginning after 
the name, where he uses to enlist valid synonyms, but at the 
end where he mentions collections with provisional names. 
Even if this argumentation would not be accepted, the name 
Candicantes is legitimate because of ICN art. 48 (Turland et al. 
2018). In that case the author of the name of the type species 
would not be Reichenbach, but Focke (1877: 54).

4. Series Porphyri A.Beek, nova series

Type species: Rubus dahmsianus G.Loos (2010: 127). — Fig. 
1, 2, 3 & 4.

Characteristics — Triploid; primocane with flat or slightly concave 
sides, often purple brown red; leaves adaxially opaque shiny; 
central leaflet usually (rather) long stalked, obovate to elliptic, 
rather abruptly short to moderately mucronate; petiolule of the 
lower leaflets 3−6 mm; inflorescence pyramidal or cylindric, with 
leaves only at the base; petals white to deep purple pink.

This series consists of plants that originated from genetic inter-
action between Rubus ulmifolius and other taxa. The plants 
have not been distinguished as a separate series until now. 
They are less different from the more common tetraploids of 
the series Piletocaulon than the Candicantes, but once they 
have been observed, their identity can well be distinguished. 
Moreover, and this is the decisive fact: they are triploid. For 
consistency it is at hand to conceive them as a separate series, 
parallel to the Candicantes.
The most characteristic species is Rubus dahmsianus with its 
purple pink flowers and purple stem, which are similar to R. 
ulmifolius. 

Fig. 2. An inflorescence of a plant of Rubus dahmsianus G.Loos in the experimental bramble garden in Veenendaal (Province of Utrecht, the Netherlands). 
The plant has been transplanted from the type location Burgsteinfurt (North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany). Photo: Bram van de Beek, 26 juni 2020.

https://www.iapt-taxon.org/nomen/pages/main/art_48.html


124 Gorteria – Dutch Botanical Archives: Jaargang 45, 2023

Fig. 3. Detail of an inflorescence of a plant of Rubus dahmsianus G.Loos in the experimental bramble garden in Veenendaal (Province of Utrecht, the Nether-
lands). The plant has been transplanted from the type location Burgsteinfurt (North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany). Photo: Bram van de Beek, 1 juni 2021.

Because attention to the taxa of this series has been only recent, 
it might be that more taxa turn out to belong to it.

5. Series Piletocaulon Boulay (1877: 22).

Type species: Rubus procerus Boul. (1864: 7).

Characteristics — Tetraploid; primocane with flat or slightly 
concave sides; petiolule of the lower leaflets usually 3 ‒ 6 mm; 
inflorescence often pyramidal; peduncles cymous, usually 
divided above their middle. 

This series forms the majority of the discolorous blackberries. 
The taxa of this series are apogamous tetraploids with a retic-
ulate relationship. 

6. Series Subtomentosi Sudre ex Bouvet (1907: 41, 95).

Type species: Rubus arduennensis Lib. ex Lej. (1813: 317).

Characteristics — Plants usually lower and smaller than those 
of the series Piletocaulon; leaves short stalked, sometimes 

adaxially with some stellate hairs.

This is a group of plants that combine characteristics of Rubus 
aetnicus and R. ulmifolius. Usually the influence of the former 
is dominant. Cytological research on this group is still limited, 
so that ploidy levels must be left open for the moment. 
Rubus collinus DC (1815: 545), the (almost) infertile hybrid of R. 
aetnicus and R. ulmifolius, must be excluded from this series. 
The series must be limited to fertile plants that have their own 
distribution as a distinct taxon.
Van de Beek (1974) designated Rubus arduennensis as type, be-
cause he based his decision on Sudre (1908 ‒13), who mentions 
this taxon as the only species belonging to the Subtomentosi. 
It is also one of the species that Bouvet (1907) mentions for 
the Subtomentosi. It might be that the series Subtomentosi is 
monotypic after all, since preliminary results of new taxonomic 
investigations reveal that the other species in this series differ 
considerably from R. arduennensis. If these results are con-
firmed, it might have consequences for the nomenclature of the 
series of the other taxa that are attributed to it presently.
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A CHALLENGE

This short paper is intended to challenge further taxonomic, 
cytological, and molecular research into the interesting group 
of discolorous blackberries. Because its taxa have different 
ploidy levels and distinct morphological features, such investi-
gations may be more promising than for most other series in 
subgenus Rubus.
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