
PHYTOTAXA

ISSN 1179-3155 (print edition) 

ISSN 1179-3163 (online edition)
Copyright © 2014 Magnolia Press

Phytotaxa 159 (3): 221–235 

www.mapress.com/phytotaxa/
Article

http://dx.doi.org/10.11646/phytotaxa.159.3.5

Taxonomic revision of the Malagasy endemic and enigmatic Euphorbia 

section Pachysanthae (Euphorbiaceae)

XAVIER AUBRIOT1, 2, PORTER P. LOWRY II1, 3 & THOMAS HAEVERMANS1

1 ISYEB, Institut de Systématique, Évolution, Biodiversité (UMR 7205 CNRS, MNHN, EPHE, UPMC), Muséum national d’histoire 
naturelle, National Herbarium, CP 39, 57 rue Cuvier, 75231 Paris CEDEX 05, France. 
E-mail: aubriot@mnhn.fr; lowry@mnhn.fr; haever@mnhn.fr
2 Department of Life Sciences, Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road, London SW7 5BD, England, UK. 
E-mail: x.aubriot@nhm.ac.uk (corresponding author)
3 Missouri Botanical Garden, P.O. Box 299, St. Louis, Missouri 63166-0299, USA. E-mail: pete.lowry@mobot.org

Abstract

Among the more than 170 species of Euphorbia (Euphorbiaceae, Malpighiales) that occur in Madagascar, some remain 

poorly known and dramatically under-collected, and are based on vague and incomplete descriptions. As part of an 

ongoing study of the genus in Madagascar, a revision is presented of E. section Pachysanthae, which comprises six 

species endemic to this island that show clear morphological affinities to one another. Expanded descriptions are 

provided for the four species already named, and the two others are described as new (Euphorbia haevermansii and 

Euphorbia nusbaumeri), both from the Daraina region in north-eastern Madagascar. An identification key is provided to 

the species, which are characterized by having developed leaves, unarmed twigs (unlike most of Malagasy Euphorbia), 

leafy deciduous cyathophylls, and ecarunculate seeds. Members of the section differ from one another in their 

geographical distribution, habit, and the shape and the size of their leaves, glands, cyathia and cyathophylls, as well as 

the size, surface and number of locules of the fruits. The morphological affinities of these six species are discussed and 

preliminary conservation assessments are provided.

Introduction

The genus Euphorbia Linnaeus (1753: 450) (Euphorbiaceae, Malpighiales) is a giant among flowering plants: it 

has a worldwide distribution and comprises about 2000 species and infraspecific taxa (Haevermans 2003, 

Mabberley 2008). The island of Madagascar, with at least 170 taxa of Euphorbia, almost all endemic (Haevermans 

2003), stands out as one of the main hotspots of the genus. Despite this remarkable diversity, the most recent global 

revision of the genus dates from the 19th century (Boissier 1862). Results from recent molecular phylogenetic 

analyses, based on both nuclear and plastid markers, have revealed many monophyletic groups and shown that 

traditional infrageneric systems of classification in large part fail to reflect evolutionary relationships (Steinmann & 

Porter 2002, Haevermans 2003, Bruyns et al. 2006, Zimmermann et al. 2010, Dorsey et al. 2013). These 

phylogenetic studies, however, provide a framework for an ongoing series of taxonomic revisions of well 

supported, monophyletic groups. The present paper focuses on a distinctive clade endemic to Madagascar, E.

section Pachysanthae X.Aubriot & Haev. in Dorsey et al. (2013: 309). Although poorly sampled in the above-

mentioned phylogenetic studies, this clade nevertheless forms a coherent group, both morphologically and 

geographically. It comprises four described species of trees [viz. E. elastica Jumelle (1905a: 1047), E. 

mananarensis Leandri (1945: 69), E. mandravioky Leandri (1957: 499) and E. pachysantha Baillon (1886: 624)] 

that share several features, including more or less pachycaul trunks, developed leaves, unarmed twigs, leafy 

deciduous cyathophylls and ecarunculate seeds.

When Baillon described Euphorbia pachysantha in 1886, he placed it in the highly heterogeneous group E. 

section Goniostema Baill. ex Boissier (1862: 10). This section, lectotypified a posteriori with E. lophogona
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Conservation status:—Euphorbia pachysantha has an Extent of Occurrence (EOO) of ca. 16,100 km2, an Area 

of Occupancy (AOO) of 54 km2, and is known from six fragmented subpopulations (none of which occurs within 

the protected area network). This species has not been collected in 50 years. Consequently, we have assigned a 

preliminary status of “Endangered” [(EN B2ab(i,ii,iii)] based on the IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria (IUCN 

2012).

Notes:—Considering that Rauh (1996) recently published detailed photos of a living specimen of Euphorbia 

pachysantha, we have refrained from including a line drawing as it would not have provided any new information.
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