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Abstract

A proposal is made to recognize the following species within Cyathea corcovadensis as currently circumscribed: 

Cyathea corcovadensis sensu stricto, C. feeana and C. miersii. A common characteristic of the three species is a weak 

leaf dimorphism, which is most evident in C. miersii where it leads to a high variability of the dissection of the lamina. 

Cyathea corcovadensis and C. feeana are distinct from C. miersii and other Brazilian tree ferns in having entire pinnules 

and abruptly reduced, pinnule-like apices on the pinnae. Both species differ from each other in relative and absolute 

measures of pinnule size and the position of the sori. Cyathea miersii includes all material with pinnatifid pinnules and 

either abruptly or gradually reduced pinnae. The possibility that it may represent a hybrid complex of C. corcovadensis

and/or C. feeana with the common C. atrovirens is discussed. 

Introduction

Brazil is home to 34 species of scaly tree ferns (Cyatheaceae; Christenhusz et al. 2011), with 21 endemic 
species (Forzza et al. 2010). One of these endemics is Cyathea corcovadensis (Raddi 1819: 228) Domin 
(1929a: 262), the only Neotropical tree fern with bipinnate fronds that is both widespread and variable. It is a 
common species in the Mata Atlântica of southeastern Brazil and was one of the first tree ferns to be described 
from the New World (Raddi 1819). Barrington (1978) united several species as synonyms of C. corcovadensis
making it one of the most variable tree fern species. Holttum & Edwards (1983) disagreed and recognized at 
least C. corcovadensis, C. elegantula Domin (1930: 113) and C. miersii (Hooker 1844: 38) Domin (1929a: 
263) as defined by Hooker (1844). They further suspected that some taxa that Brade (1951) recognized in this 
complex might be valid, but they conceded that evidently extensive fieldwork is needed to elucidate the true 
number of natural taxa and their morphological variability.

This treatment aims to raise attention again to this interesting problem. Thanks to modern molecular 
techniques it may finally be resolved after it has been pointed out the last time three decades ago (Holttum & 
Edwards 1983). The presented short descriptions are meant as an aid for the daring field botanist who attempts 
its solution. 

Material and Methods

Field trips to Brazil were made in May 2003 (ML: Estado Paraná) and in March/April 2013 (AW: Estados 
Pernambuco and Espírito Santo). 106 specimens of plants that were determined as Cyathea corcovadensis or 
one of its synonyms were studied. As we noted that another species, Cyathea atrovirens (Langsdorff & 
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diameter, medial to supramedial, equidistant between midveins and margins (A-pattern), indusia absent; 
receptacles without subtending scales, globose to ellipsoid, 0.2–0.3 mm diameter; paraphyses numerous, 
fragile, hyaline, white to tan, of the same length as or a bit longer than the sporangia (0.2–0.4 mm) but distal 
parts often broken off; short paraphyses straight, longer ones often tortuous. Spores with exine finely pitted 
near laesura, otherwise entire, perine finely baculate (Gastony 1979).

Distribution and habitat:—Brazil, Paraguay, Argentina and Uruguay (Fig. 2A), in open forests and 
along river flood plains, common in road ditches, at 10–900(–1100) m. 

Remarks:—Cyathea atrovirens is an adaptable and variable species; the variation in pinnule size and 
hairiness is evidently correlated to temperature and sun exposure. Hairy forms with small pinnules are mainly 
found in the southern range of the species (Paraguay, Argentina and the Brazilian Estados Paraná, Santa 
Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul); plants with upwards-turned pinnules are found in open habitats while those 
with all pinnules in more or less the same plane grow in forests. More glabrescent plants with large pinnules 
prevail towards the northern limit of the species in the Brazilian Mata Atlântica, mainly in the Estados São 
Paulo to Bahia. Within this range, neither the type of indument nor the general pinnule outline changes 
significantly; basing on these features, many species previously described (e.g., Sehnem 1978) may be 
accommodated within C. atrovirens. Plants with contracted blades may be mistaken for C. villosa Willdenow 
(1810: 495), while those with large, glabrescent pinnules are morphologically close to C. pungens (Willdenow 
1810: 206) Domin (1929a: 263). The former had been described as Cyathea compta Mart. and Alsophila 
radens Kaulf., while the latter forms the basis for Alsophila proceroides Rosenst.; Alsophila acantha Sehnem 
is also almost identical to the latter form (Lehnert et al. 2008), judging from the description and the provided 
photograph (Sehnem 1978).

The orange-brown petiole scales and the yellowish veins help to distinguish Cyathea atrovirens from C. 
dichromatolepis and C. praecincta (Kunze 1839: 53) Domin (1929a: 263). The latter species have bicolorous 
petiole scales with dark brown centers and white margins, and rather dark brown, sometimes blackish veins. 
Cyathea miersii has the same petiole scales as C. atrovirens, but usually has short stalked, basally weakly 
cordate pinnules (sessile or if subsessile basally cuneate in C. atrovirens).
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Appendix 1. List of exsiccatae: (1) Cyathea corcovadensis; (2) C. feeana; (3) C. miersii; (4) C. atrovirens. 
Type specimens are in bold face, “?” behind a number marks aberrant or insufficient material that is 
tentatively attributed to the respective species; (?) marks material that has been previously determined as C. 
corcovadensis, but is here excluded because it probably represents material (*) of Cyathea dichromatolepis/C. 
glaziovii or putative hybrids (**) involving these species. 
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Brade, A.C. 5105 (4), 5106 (4), 5826 (4), 6291 (4), 10069 (3), 14075 (3), 14106 (1?), 15178 (3), 15556 (3), 15557 (3), 

15557A (3?), 16445 (2?), 16886 (3), 20991 (2?)
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