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Abstract: The genus Masdevallia is one of the largest genera within the subtribe Pleurothallidinae. lts present infrageneric 
classification, based on easily recognized morphological features, does not reflect natura! relationships and evolutionary trends 
within the genus. To test its relative utility in infrageneric classification and in resolving genus phylogeny, sequences of the 
Interna! Transcribed Spacer region (ITS1-5,8S-ITS2) were identified for 37 taxa and combined with additional 35 sequences 
taken from the GenBank. Results of maximum parsimony based on phylogenetic analysis indicate that the level of sequence 
divergence is sufficient to resolve infrageneric relationships. The implications of current results for the classification of 
Masdevallia are also briefly discussed. Many of the infrageneric changes made by C.A. Luer since his first classification of the 
genus in 1986 are not supported by results of this study. 
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1. Introduction

The orchid genus M asdevallia Ruiz & Pav comprises 
mare than 400 taxa and is one of most species rich genera 
in the subtribe Pleurothallidinae Lindl. (tribe Epiden-
dreae; subfamily Orchidaceae) (Luer 1986a, Luer 2000a, 
Pridgeon et al. 2005). Representatives of the genus are 
distributed from southem Mexico to southem Brazil, 
occurring mainly in montane forests, where they grow 
in cool and humid conditions (Luer 1986a, 1986b, 
2000b). Plants are perennial, very small to large, weak 
to robust, epiphytic, lithophytic to terrestrial. They can 
be distinguished from other mem bers of Pleurothallidinae 
by the calliferous petals and the lip hinged to the free, 
curved extension of the apex of the column-foot. Flow-
ers are often large and showy, with variously connate 
and commonly tailed sepals. The aerial leaf-bearing 
secondary stem (ramicaul) is produced by the stout rhi-
zome (primary stem) and is usually shorter than the 
coriaceous, erect or suberect leaf. The most remarkable 
orchid feature is the usually small lip, thick or thin, 
simple or divided by callus into epichile and hypochile. 

M asdevallia was described by Spanish botanists 
Ruiz and Pavón in 1794 and named in honour of Jose 
Masdevall, physician in the court of Charles III of Spain. 
Reichenbach ( 1861) made the first attempt to indicate 
subdivisions of the genus by introducing the 'section' 
rank. The sections were then retained by Woolward 
(1896) in her monograph of Masdevallia, with addi-
tional subsectional divisions. However, the first detailed 
infrageneric classification of Masdevallia was published 
by Kranzlin (1925). This classification was rejected by 
Luer as 'error-ridden' and misleading in 1986. Instead, 
he proposed his own classification, dividing the genus 
into 5 subgenera, 17 sections and 12 subsections. His 
earlier revision of Masdevallia also resulted in recognition 
of new genera, e.g. Dracula Luer, Dryadella Luer, and 
Trisetella Luer. During the next decade, Luer made 
numerous changes in his classification by adding new 
sections or subsections, merging others, or finally raising 
same sections to subgeneric rank. Tuus, the most recent 
infrageneric classification of Masdevallia includes 10 
subgenera, 13 sections and 13 subsections (Luer 2000a, 
2000b, 2001). Such significant differences in division 
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