
Some critical comments about the IOS Cactaceae 
Consensus Group's concept of Rebutia 

        It has never been my intention to 
condemn Rebutia sensu Hunt and to consider 
it an error per se, as I am not a specialist in 
Rebutia Schum. emend. Buining and Donald. I 
therefore will try to avoid discussing morpho-
logical criteria as far as possible. Such crite-
ria should be discussed by a scientist like 
Günter Hentzschel, who just recently publis-
hed a new emendation of Sulcorebutia 
(Hentzschel, 1999). 
      However, it is my intention to inform 
others about the conclusions of the IOS Cac-
taceae Working Party (now known as the In-
ternational Cactaceae Systematics Group and 
no longer part of the IOS) and some of its 
evident errors and absurdit ies from the point 
of view of a cactus collector specializing in 
Sulcorebutia. 
      There have long been different opinions 
as to the justification for Backeberg's genus 
Sulcorebutia (Backeberg, 1951). It is well 
known that this genus was never accepted by 
Martin Cárdenas, botanist at the University of 
Cochabamba, Bolivia, an outstanding specia-
list on Bolivian cacti. Hence he described as 
rebutias all the plants that we believe belong 
in Sulcorebutia, as well as one of the 
"northern weingartias" (Rebutia corroana). 
But, as far as I know, he never published any 
serious discussions for or against Sulcorebu-
tia.  
      On the other hand, John Donald (Donald, 
1971), Walter Rausch, and even Friedrich 
Ritter (Ritter, 1961) did not agree with Cárde-
nas' opinion. They accepted Sulcorebutia, 
transferred his rebutias to that genus and des-
cribed many sulcorebutias themselves. 
      Arguments for and against Sulcorebutia 
appeared again when the IOS Cactaceae 
Consensus commit tee declared Sulcorebutia 
to be superfluous and to be part of the  
genus Rebutia, presumably on a scient if ic  
basis and by democrat ic means—by vote  
of the commit tee members. In earl ier art ic les 
( i.e. ,  Bregman, 1988; Theunissen, 1994; 
Köllner,  1996), these decis ions had been 
cr it ic ized part ly because specia lists  of South 
American globular cact i had been complete ly 
unrepresented, with consequent effect on the 
d i s c u s s i o n s  a n d  t h e i r  c o n c l u s i o n s  

(there was only one specialist of Andean cacti 
taking part at one of the two decisive mee-
tings- Roberto Kiesling from Argentina).  
       In retrospect, another major error was 
committed by botanists who were obviously 
not familiar with the plants yet tried to esta-
blish a new classification for them. It 's true 
that they said specialists in these plants would 
be invited to take part in the discussions—but 
I do not know one who was actually asked to 
participate, even though there were a number 
of IOS members specializing in these contro-
versial genera. Who then would not wonder 
about the decisions of such a committee? 
       The IOS Cactaceae Consensus group, led 
by Hunt, Taylor, and Barthlott, decided that 
Rebutia would be the new "supergenus" to 
hold the old genus Rebutia (i.e., including 
Mediolobivia, Digitorebutia, Cylindrorebutia 
and Aylostera), Sulcorebutia, and Weingartia,  
and, last but not least, Lobivia famatinensis 
(Hunt & Taylor, 1987). Considering this, I 
asked myself, "what is the relationship bet-
ween Rebutia minuscula, Sulcorebutia stein-
bachii and Weingartia fidaiana, the type spe-
cies of the three genera, and between them 
and Lobivia famatinensis? I myself did not 
know, and none of the IOS group members 
gave an explanation. 
       There is another deta il which obvious ly 
has not been cons idered. The old genus 
Weingartia is polyphylet ic,  consist ing of  
two genera, as pointed out by W. Simon 
(Simon, 1977). There are the true, southern 
weingart ias such as W. fidaiana, W.  neuman-
niana and W. kargliana, and the so called 
"northern weingart ias",  such as W. neocu-
mingii.  Oddly enough, Hunt and Taylor 
(1987) saw l inks between the "northern 
weingart ias" and Sulcorebut ia while putt ing 
the  "southern we ingar t ias "  c lose  to 
"Echinopsis sensu lato".  On the very next  
page are the combinat ions Rebutia f idaiana 
(Back.) Hunt,  Rebutia neocumingi i (Back.)  
Hunt,  and Rebut ia neumanniana (Werd.)  
Hunt—no need for any comment. Up to this 
day the "Weingartia problem" has yet to be 
solved by specia lis ts of this genus 
(August in, 2000; Oeser and Köllner,  2000). 
In this art ic le by Hunt and Taylor (1987),  
the only va lid combinat ions in this  complex 
made at that t ime are found on page  
93—Rebut ia mentosa ( Ritter)  Donald 
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and Rebutia cylindrica (Donald & Lau) Donald, 
combinations made by the late John Donald. 
       Answering to the consensus group, John 
Donald wrote: "If Lobivia is Echinopsis, then 
so is Rebutia. Rebutia sensu lato is a mixture 
of convergent forms and not monophyletic. If 
Sulcorebutia is subsumed, then it is the Lobivia 
group within Echinopsis that would best ac-
commodate it. Not Rebutia if the latter is retai-
ned. Mediolobivia and Weingartia also should 
be subsumed into Echinopsis rather than Rebu-
tia." 
       Rebutia sensu lato is not monophyletic but 
polyphyletic, meaning that they come from 
different lines of evolution. So I must ask the 
question, "what is the value of this 
`supergenus' Rebutia sensu latissimo?" 
       lt is well known that the problems of deter-
mining genera for the globular Andean cacti 
arise from the fact that all these populations are 
still undergoing rapid evolution. One might see 
links suggesting some kind of relationship 
between these genera, but we should not fool 
ourselves: if indeed "fewer genera" might be 
required by "modern botanical science", one 
must remember the attempt by Paul Hutchison 
to combine Weingar-tia with Gymnocalycium—
this was never accepted. A relationship similar 
to Hutchison's concept has been published by 
Hentzschel in his revision of Sulcorebutia 
(Hentzschel, 1999). The "results" of the discus-
sions of the IOS consensus group have been 
published in European Garden Flora, Vol. 3. 
On pages 243-247 one can find a diagnosis 
worked out by Hunt under "47. Rebutia Schu-
mann". There is no reference to the original 
one by Karl Schumann or the emended diagno-
sis by Buining and Donald. One can read, for 
instance, "flowers.....usually arising near the 
stem-base". Should I not mention that this is "a 
bad fault" if they include Weingartia s.l.—how 
could this have been published? 
       There is also a key to the species accepted 
by Hunt, and, finally the presentation of 25 
Rebutia species, including 10 former taxa of 
Sulcorebutia (S. vizcarrae, cylindrica, glomeri-
seta, candiae, arenacea, canigueralii, rauschii, 
taratensis, steinbachii, and mentosa). Some 
species obviously did not fit well into his key, 
or perhaps Hunt did not know where to put 
them - i.e., S. menesesii, krugerae, and tira-
quensis. It would be interesting to know more 
about the decision to retain Rebutia vizcarrae 
Cárd. (= S. vizcarrae (Cárd.) Donald, in which 
Hunt includes S. purpurea and S. torotorensis. 
S. vizcarrae is not known at all: the plants labe-
led S. vizcarrae in every European collection 
are Rausch plants (WR-464 or WR-464a), erro-
neously so-named in Rausch's field numbers 
 

(some other plants named S. vizcarrae are L-
337, but this is a violet-flowered form of S. 
cylindrica.) As far as we know, there is no 
original material of S. vizcarrae extant, and it 
has not been recollected since the days of 
Cárdenas. We are not able to identify any of 
the new plants collected in the Mizque region 
as being S. vizcarrae (it would have been 
helpful if Hunt had informed us of his concept 
of S. vizcarrae). In any case we have to state 
that all of these transfers to Rebutia are inva-
lid, because no basionyms have been cited. 
       lt is important to state here that Hunt is 
the only one responsible for this chapter in 
European Garden Flora and also for his CI-
TES Caetaceae Checklist (Hunt, 1992), al-
though he did indicate that his views had been 
supported by some plant specialists (John 
Donald, in the case of Sulcorebutia).  
       On page 181 of the Checklist there are 
only six accepted species of the former genus 
Sulcorebutia—S. arenacea, caineana, cani-
gueralii, cylindrica, mentosa, and steinbachii. 
There is no statement as to how they corres-
pond to the taxa cited in European Garden 
Flora! Coordination of validly described or 
combined taxa to these six species is listed by 
Hunt on pages 133-134. On the whole, this is 
a very superficial compilation of geographic 
groups without any presentation of details.  
       Following Hunt, all sulcorebutias gro-
wing south of Puente Arce near the Rio Miz-
que (S. fischeriana as the most northern taxon 
there, as well as S. alba, frankiana, vasque-
ziana, losenickyana, tarabucoensis, pulchra, 
rauschii, and even S. crispata) must be assi-
gned to Rebutia canigueralii, with the excep-
tion of S. tari jensis, which is now named 
Weingartia oligacantha Brandt—thus we have 
a miraculous resurrection of the genus Wein-
gartia! I suppose Sulcorebutia tar ijensis and 
Weingartia tarijensis have priority over Wein-
gartia oligacantha 
but not over Rebutia tarijensis, so that he 
provisionally chose Weingartia aligacantha? 
       There is a lso the problem of S. alba and 
S. frankiana, which both grow on the same 
hil ls north of Sucre. There are no interme-
diate forms or hybr ids known between these 
two species and thus we have believed unt i l  
now that both could not be closely re lated.  
Nevertheless, Hunt puts both of them into 
Rebutia caniguerali i  with all the other spe-
cies south of Puente Arce and without reta i-
ning any of them as subspecies, var iet ies or 
forms. According to Hunt,  Sulcorebutia kru-
gerae, t iraquensis, lepida, and totorensis 
belong to Rebutia steinbachii.  Even S. ma-
r iana is inc luded, perhaps because it is  

 



more or less identical with S. steinbachii var.
australis, but without questioning whether 
this plant really is S. steinbachii . He also 
includes S. vizcarrae, which in European 
Garden Flora was considered a good species. 
      In contrast to S. mizquensis, which is 
supposed to be part of the S. steinbachii po-
pulation, S. markusii—from north of Vila 
Vila—is now said to belong to R. mentosa, 
which includes S. purpurea, S. torotorensis, 
and S. augustini i, the latter coming from 
north of Omereque. All of this shows a grave 
lack of knowledge of these populations, be-
cause S. augustini i is the southern end of an 
ecocline beginning with S. tiraquensis, conti-
nuing with S. totorensis and several well-
known intermediate forms, and ending with 
the first-mentioned species. 
      All of these combinations and supple-
ments to Rebutia done in the CITES Cacta-
ceae Checklist are nomina nuda and therefore 
completely superfluous! 
      Unfortunately, Hunt's proposals have 
been misunderstood to be hard facts by many 
in the cactus world. For many years, in some 

of the European cactus journals, it was almost 
impossible to publish articles that were not in 
agreement with Hunt's ideas. If published, 
these articles would have a supplemental note 
like, "Hunt believes this plant to belong 
to....". No one even realized that up to 1993 
none of these combinations were valid. 
      In spite of Hunt's revision, the genus 
Sulcorebutia could still exist as a monotypic 
genus, because of the fact that S. cardenasia-
na Vásquez did not fit  into the simple distri-
butional scheme of David Hunt (or perhaps he 
simply forgot it). It was Gonzalo Navarro 
(1996), not really known as a specialist of 
Sulcorebutia (or Rebutia), who published R. 
cardenasiana as Rebutia, but again of course 
without any explanation. 
      S. langeri was not included then because 
it was still undescribed, the description final-
ly being published in 1999 by Augustin and 
Hentzschel. This immediately led Hunt (1999) 
to the idea that the three taxa, S. augustinii, S. 
cardenasiana, and S. langeri might be diffe-
rent populations of a single species, referring 
to the late John Donald. The question must be 
asked: did David Hunt ever see these different 
plants and does he know where they come 
from? Formerly, in his CITES Caetaceae 
Checklist, Second Edit ion (Hunt, 1999), S. 
augustinii was part of R. mentosa; however, 
R. cardenasiana was accepted as a good spe-
cies on its own. 
      During the last several years all of these pro-
blems have hardly been discussed. There was a 
 

discrepancy between scientists on one side 
believing Hunt to be right per se, with most 
of the cactus lovers on the other side not 
agreeing with him. But there was always the 
question whether Sulcorebutia and Weingartia 
should be synonymous with Rebutia and whe-
ther all combinations had been done correctly,  
and if yes, where? For many years I was never 
able to find such a publication. Finally I was 
informed by Detlev Metzing, scientific editor 
of Kakteen und andere Sukkulenten, that the 
formal synonymy was published in The fami-
lies and genera of flowering plants (Ed. Ku-
bitzki; Barthlott and Hunt, 1993). 
      In this study, seemingly known to only a 
few botanists, one can find a key to the subfa-
mily Cactoideae that recognizes 11 groups. It 
is interesting to note that not only one but two 
of these groups (H and L) do indeed lead to 
Rebutia sensu Hunt.  
      Under "42. Rebutia Schumann" there are 
now five genera listed belonging to Rebutia 
sensu Hunt and Barthlott, i.e., Rebutia, Aylos-
tera, Mediolobivia, Weingartia, and Sulcore-
butia. And there I found a "diagnosis" which, 
when compared to the one puhlished in Euro-
pean Garden Flora, seems very similar: 
 

"Low-growing; stems single or more of-
ten freely clustering; small, globose to 
shortly cylindric, tuberculate or weakly 
ribbed; areoles circular or oval to ellip-
t ic-linear; spines relatively weak, often 
scarcely differentiated into radial and 
central. Flowers diurnal, freely produced, 
usually arising towards the stem base, 
funnel-form, comparatively small ( less 
than 5 cm), variously colored; pericarpel 
and tube with small scales naked or with 
hairs and sometimes bristles in their 
axils: tube short or elongate, often slen-
der, often curved, sometimes occluded 
("fused with the style"); stamens usually 
in a single series. Fruits small, subglo-
bose; pericarps juticy at first, drying pa-
pery; withered perianth persistent. Seeds 
oval; testa relief flat to high-conical,  
especially at distal end; strophiolar pad 
present in some species. Thirty to 40 
species. E. Cordilleras of the Andes, from 
Bolivia ( Cochabamba to Tarija) to NW 
Argentina (Jujuy to Tucumán). It consists 
of five intergrading groups, corres-
ponding to the genera listed as syno-
nyms". 
 

      Pardon me, but is most of this information 
worthwhile? What about these many "X as well 
as Y characteristics"? The example of the forms 

 



of the areoles is extremely revealing. This 
means all or nothing! And what is a small 
plant? There are sulcorebutias known which 
in habitat grow more than 30 cm high or more 
than 20 cm in diameter. Do Hunt and Bar-
thlott know of them? Or what do they unders-
tand to be "tall"?-perhaps a plant is only large 
if it is over one meter in height? 
      Again, they say that the flowers arise 
from the base of the stem. But in the keys on 
pp. 176 and 177 one can read, "Flowers borne 
on the `shoulder' of the stem or below". What 
does this mean? I also did not know that the 
stamens of Sulcorebutia usually arise in a 
single series. As far as Sulcorebutia fruits are 
concerned, one can say that many of them do 
not dry "papery", especially not those of the 
S. steinbachii group. And of course there is 
no information given by Hunt and Barthlott 
about the way the fruits of the different plants 
dehisce. I must confess, Detlev is right- these 
synonymies are only "formally valid".  
      Results of investigations: it is correct that 
John Donald tried to tell us that we should not 
look at differences but at the common ground. 
We learned to agree. But Rebutia sensu Hunt 
et al. is an omnium gatherum - polyphyletic, a 
conglomerate of many different plants from 
different evolutionary lines, and with very 
different characteristics. Just imagine the 
international screams of anger if all of this 
mentioned above would have happened to 
Mammillaria, Coryphantha, Escobaria, etc.! 
It has to be pointed out that the description of 
the Rebutia of Hunt and Barthlott has almost 
nothing to do with the original diagnosis by 
Karl Schumann and not very much to do with 
the emended one by Buining and Donald. So I 
would like to propose to publish a new emen-
dation of Rebutia sensu Hunt, if that is possi-
ble. A clearly-stated emendation of the genus 
Sulcorebutia by Hentzschel might be a good 
example to follow. 
      Until then, for me at least, rebutias will  
be rebutias, sulcorebutias will be sulcorebu-
tias, and weingartias will he weingartias. 
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