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Asperula tymphaea (Rubiaceae) – a new species  
from Northern Pindus, Greece
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Abstract. Asperula tymphaea T. Gregor, Meierott & Raus is described as new to science and is compared to the sympatric 
A. aristata subsp. thessala (Boiss. & Heldr.) Hayek. The new species inhabits high-mountain calcareous screes 
and so far appears to be endemic to Mt Timfi (NW Greece), although its total range needs to be studied. 
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Introduction

During a botanical survey in NW Greece near the Alba-
nian border in 2009, Thomas Gregor and Lenz Meiero-
tt found an unknown Asperula in the calcareous screes 
on the eastern slope of the Astraka massif 
of Mt Timfi (Fig. 1). The plants are near-
ly totally covered by a dense indumentum 
which differentiates them clearly from As-
perula aristata L. f. subsp. thessala (Boiss. 
& Heldr.) Hayek, also co-occurring in the 
Timfi area. During a visit in 2010, Thom-
as Gregor found the plants in the origi-
nal locality again, while searches in adja-
cent areas of the scree in a wider area were 
unsuccessful. Since screes are common in 
the Timfi area but partly difficult to ac-
cess, further populations of the taxon un-
der discussion might exist.

Results

The single known and sampled population is de-
scribed here as a species new to science:

Fig. 1. Habitat of Asperula tymphaea in the 
screes of Mt Astraka in the Timfi massif, (photo 
T. Gregor, 17 July 2010).
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Asperula tymphaea T. Gregor, Meierott & Raus, sp. 
nov. (Figs. 2, 3)

Habitu Asperulae aristatae subsp. thessalae similis sed 
tota planta (cum floribus) pilis patentibus crispis ad 
0.3 mm longis glandulosisque subsessilibus intermix-
tis dense puberula. Corolla rosea tubo laciniis obscure 
appendiculatis 2–3-plo longiore.

Holotype: Griechenland: Nomos Ioannina, Tim-
fi: Osthang Astraka-Massiv, 39°57'50"N, 20°46'55"E, 
Kalkfels und-schutt, 2083–2116 m. ü. NN, 31.07.2009, 
Gregor 5616 & Meierott (FR-0036776) (Fig. 2). Addi-
tional collections: ibid., 16.07.2010, Gregor 6370 (FR); 
ibid., 17.07.2010, Gregor 6402 (FR).

A subshrub forming 30–40 cm tall clumps, with 
a freely branching woody basal part of 
>15 cm length in mature plants; flow-
ering stems wither in winter, produc-
ing lateral sterile short-shoots with nar-
rowly lanceolate leaves 1.5–4 mm long 
in autumn, persistent but dry in the next 
season. Stems of current growth are ter-
minal to the short shoots, tetragonous, 
unbranched below the inflorescence, 
without visible innovations at flowering 
time. Indumentum of the whole plant 
(stems, leaves, bracts, corollas – but not 
ovaries) of dense, straight, patent hairs 
ca. 0.2 mm long, resulting in a charac-
teristic greyish velutinous appearance, 
intermixed with subsessile, glandular 
hairs. Leaves in whorls of 4, straight, ac-
icular but not pungent, 7–15 × 0.5 mm, 
erecto-patent (at an angle diminishing 
upwards), crowded and about as long as 
the next internode in the lower part but 
widely spaced (by up to 7 cm long inter-
nodes) below the inflorescence; apical 
hair-like appendage 0.2–0.5 mm long. 
Inflorescence (upper ⅓ of the stem) 
mostly branched at the lower 1–3 nodes, 
with erecto-patent branches about equal-
ling or slightly exceeding the next inter-
node and bearing 1–3(4) flower clusters; 
terminal portion spiciform, overtopping 
the lateral branches. Bracts and brac-
teoles ovate-lanceolate, exceeding the 
ovary, narrowed into a membranous tip. 

Fig. 2. Holotype of Asperula tymphaea, courtesy Herbarium Senckenbergianum (FR). Fig. 3. Inflorescence from the holotype, enlarged.
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Ovary (immature) sessile, glabrous but densely cov-
ered with vesicular, subacute papillae. Corolla pur-
plish, narrowly tubular, scarcely expanded apically, 
ca. 5 mm long, divided for ⅓ or less into upright 
lobes beset with elevated conical papillae toward the 
minute, blunt, inflexed tip. Anthers included, pur-
plish, linear, ca. 1.2 mm long. Flowering time: July 
to August; fruiting time: presumably August to Sep-
tember.

Discussion

Asperula aristata is an extremely polymorphous com-
plex with different ploidy levels in South and South-
east Europe (Schönbeck-Temesy & Ehrendorfer 1991). 
Asperula aristata was recently revealed as non-mono-
phyletic (Gargiulo & al. 2015). Ehrendorfer & Krendl 
(in Tutin & al. 1976) differentiate five subspecies, four 
of them occurring in Greece (Dimopoulos & al. 2013), 
viz. subsp. aristata (= subsp. longiflora auct. fl. graec., 
non Waldst. & Kit., = subsp. scabra auct. fl. graec., non 
Nyman), subsp. condensata (Heldr. ex Boiss.) Ehrend. 
& Krendl, subsp. nestia (Rech. f.) Ehrend. & Krendl, 
and subsp. thessala (Boiss. & Heldr.) Hayek. Morpho-
logical differentiation between these subspecies is oc-
casionally vague.

Asperula tymphaea is similar to A. aristata subsp. 
thessala, especially regarding the growth form, inflo-
rescence and the blunt, inflexed tips of the petals. As-
perula aristata subsp. thessala occurs in rocky grass-
land, between rocks and in screes between 1000 and 
2100 m a.s.l. in Central and North Greece, mainly in 
the southern and northern Pindus, and is glabrous 
except for the ± puberulent base (Tan & Iatrou 2001). 
In comparison, A. tymphaea is entirely covered by a 
dense indumentum of straight or curly 0.3 mm long 
hairs intermixed with subsessile, glandular hairs. We 
are aware of the fact that indumentum in Asperula 
is not always reliable for differentiation of the taxa. 
Greuter (2011) found in Asperula lutea Sm. subsp. 
lutea and A. lutea subsp. mungieri (Boiss. & Heldr.) 
Maire & Petitm., even within populations, variable 
degrees of hairiness. Hayek (1931: 450-452) certainly 
overemphasized the importance of the indumentum 
as a taxonomic character in A. aristata. Generally, 
there seems to be a gradient from more hairy plants 
at lower elevations to more or less glabrous plants at 
higher elevations. 

However, because of the totally unique indumen-
tum combined with abundant subsessile glands and 
lack of transitional forms to the locally sympatric A. 
aristata subsp. thessala, we regard the homogenous 
population on the eastern slope of the Astraka mas-
sif as a new species. Its distribution beyond the so far 
single known population needs to be studied further. 

The syntaxonomical affiliation of Asperula tym-
phaea is documented by a relevé:
17.07.2010; 5 × 5 m, inclination ca. 45°, exposition NE; 
cover of higher plants 90 %, cover of mosses and li-
chens 3 %.

Achillea abrotanoides (Vis.) Vis. 1, Acinos alpinus 
(L.) Moench 2, Alyssum montanum L. 1, Anthyllis vul-
neraria subsp. pulchella (Vis.) Bornm. 2, Armeria ca-
nescens (Host) Boiss. +, Asperula tymphaea T. Gregor 
& al. 1, Astragalus onobrychis L. 1, Campanula spat-
ulata Sm. 1, Carduus tmoleus Boiss. r, Carum grae-
cum Boiss. & Heldr. 1, Cerastium decalvans Schlosser 
& Vuk. +, Cuscuta cf. epithymum L. r, Daphne oleoides 
Schreb. r, Dianthus integer subsp. minutiflorus (Halác-
sy) Strid 1, Erysimum microstylum Hausskn. 1, Festu-
ca rubra L. 1, Festuca graeca (Hack.) Markgr.-Dann. 3, 
Galium anisophyllon subsp. plebejum (Boiss. & Heldr.) 
Ehrend. +, Galium monasterium Krendl +, Geranium 
subcaulescens DC. +, Hypericum rumeliacum Boiss. +, 
Leontodon hispidus L. +, Lotus corniculatus L. 2, Medi-
cago lupulina L. 1, Minuartia verna (L.) Hiern., Myos-
otis alpestris F. W. Schmidt +, Pedicularis graeca Bunge 
+, Pilosella cymosa (L.) F. W. Schultz & Sch. Bip. 2, Ph-
leum alpinum L. 1, Plantago atrata Hoppe +, Poa thes-
sala Boiss. & Orph. 1, Potentilla erecta (L.) Räusch. +, 
Ranunculus sartorianus Boiss. & Heldr. +, Rhinanthus 
pumilus (Sterneck) Pau +, Rosa sp. +, Rumex acetosel-
la L. +, Sagina cf. subulata (Swartz) C. Presl 1, Saxifra-
ga taygetea Boiss. & Heldr. r, Sedum acre L. +, Sedum 
album L. 1, Sedum hispanicum L. 1, Sedum ochroleu-
cum Chaix +, Sempervivum cf. marmoreum Griseb. +, 
Betonica alopecuros L. +, Trinia glauca (L.) Dumort. 
r, Trisetum flavescens (L.) P. Beauv. 1, Veronica orsin-
iana Ten. 1; Brachythecium sp., Ceratodon purpureus 
Hedw., Cladonia sp., Polytrichum juniperinum Hedw., 
Syntrichia ruralis (Hedw.) F. Weber & D. Mohr, Tor-
tula subulata Hedw., Trichostomum crispulum Bruch.

Since the syntaxonomical alignment of montane 
and alpine grasslands in the Pindos Mts has not been 
surveyed so far, the relevé is tentatively aligned to the 
Astragalo-Seslerion (Festuco-Brometea, Daphno-Fes-
tucetea).
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