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ABSTRACT: Both literary and archaeo-botanical records indicate that Morus nigra L. thrived in
the Near East and in Europe, at least since the Iron Age and Roman times. This is much earlier
than M. alba L., which is native to China and which was introduced into this area (together with
silkworms) in late Byzantine times or even later. Some M. alba forms have black fruits. Thus,
contrary to what the botanical names imply, fruit color (black vs. white) is not a reliable trait to
identify the two mulberry species. Indeed, considerable confusion has been caused by its use.
Instead, M. nigra and M. alba can be distinguished from each other easily by their leaf morpho-
logy. The place of origin of M. nigra is still undetermined. The available information (literature,
herbarium collections, etc) seems to be concerned only with cultivated forms and/or sub-sponta-
neous individuals. Genuinely wild populations of M. nigra are quite common in the Aegean re-
gion.
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Morus nigra L. belongs to the group of tree species that lack precise data concerning their
occurrence in a wild state. The existing data are quite numerous but often contradictory,
and usually concern old and cultivated specimens. It is hard to establish where and when
the first information on the subject appeared. Linnaeus in his Species Plantarum lists the
black mulberry, but from coastal areas of Italy only, and this mention occurs after Pinax
Theatri Botanici (1671) by Bauhin, who uses the name Morus fructo nigro (Fig. 1).

The first information on the introduction of Morus nigra into England comes from
1548 (Loudon 1854; Rehder 1949a). Unfortunately, the origin of the introduced material
remains uncertain. It might have been Italy because, as Loudon writes (l.c.), “it [i.e.
M. nigra] is occasionally found apparently wild in Italy.” Much earlier, Morus nigra was
known to Pliny; it is even represented in paintings from Pompeii (Schreiber 1958). It
turns out that even earlier it was mentioned in the Bible (Zohary 1982), and Kučan
(1995) reports on remains of Morus nigra in a 7th century B.C. context in Samos.

The interpretation of the Hebrew name is not clear enough and it might denote an-
other tree. It is certain, however, that the name does not denote the white mulberry



(Morus alba L.), the tree species exploited in sericulture. Silk was first brought to Greece
in the 3rd century B.C. from Persia, which imported it from China by the Silk Route. The
silk industry developed in Europe as late as 1146 in Sicily, from where it later expanded
to Italy, Spain and southern France. This development was possible thanks to cultivation
of the white mulberry – the source of food for silkworms; the leaves of black mulberry
were little esteemed for this use.

The introduction of the white mulberry into Europe and the Middle East led to much
confusion of its name with that of the black mulberry, and very often the two species
were not differentiated. The problems with identification could be explained by the exist-

Fig. 1. Morus nigra L. – one of the oldest illustrations (Duhamel du Monceau. 1755. Traite des arbes et arbustes
qui se cultivent en France en pleine terre. Vol. 12, Plate 8. Paris).
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ence of white mulberry bearing black fruit; it was described as f. nigrobacca (Rehder
1949b) or var. nigra (Sabeti 1976). Misidentifications of this kind occur even nowadays.
Popov (1968) presents a picture of a black mulberry with leaves having cuneate bases
and long fruit pedicels, which in fact are characteristics of the white mulberry. Zohary
(1982) in his Plants of the Bible includes a color photograph of a leafy and fruit-covered
branch of a black mulberry; while the fruit in the picture are colorful, the leaves have
long petioles and obviously cuneate bases (though described in the text as “mostly lobed
dentate”), which are all characteristics of Morus alba. The same misidentifications occur
in pictures of Morus nigra in A Traveller’s Guide of the Woody Plants of Turkey by
Taylor (1984) and in Pakistan Systematics by Bhopal and Chaundhri (1977).

Presumably such misidentifications may be more common; the lack of pictures, de-
scriptions, or herbaria raises doubts as to whether a given publication presents M. nigra
or M. alba. The latter species is widespread in cultivation, especially in sericulture, while
the black mulberry is treated mainly as a fruit tree abundantly bearing big and juicy fruit.
The ripe fruit is dark red or black and its juice is sanguineous. However, large-fruited
forms of the white mulberry are also known in southwest Asia, and the condensed juice
of their fruit, sweet though bland, is used as candy. 

According to Popov (1929), Europeans often do not distinguish the black mulberry
from the white mulberry. The color of the fruit and the species name associated with it
are so suggestive that other morphological characteristics remain undervalued. In the
case of M. nigra the characteristics are the usually unlobed and scabridulous leaves with
deeply cordate bases, the short and thick petioles that are often hidden in the base, as
well as the thick shoots. M. alba, on the other hand, has ovate and soft leaves, wedge-
shaped or oval at the base, usually irregularly lobed, with long and thin petioles; the
annual shoots are thin and slender (Fig. 2).

In this situation it is not surprising that locating the areas where M. nigra grows in
a wild state not only poses serious difficulties but proves literally impossible. As already
mentioned, the black mulberry was known in the 1st century to Pliny and in the 17th

century to Bauhin. In more recent times, Fenaroli and Gambi (1976) also point to Italy as
the species’ country of origin. However, it also grows outside the Mediterranean. It has
been reported to be cultivated in southern Germany (Lorgus et al. 1912) and Great Bri-
tain, where 300-year-old trees exist (Loudon 1854). According to Hayek (1924–1927),
M. nigra is cultivated or subspontaneous in the Balkan Peninsula – in Dalmatia, Croatia,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia. It is also known in Romania, Bulgaria and Albania.
In Slovakia near Trnava I saw in vineyards a row of old trees, often with split trunks and
fallen to the ground but still fruiting. These were even described by Domin (1928) as
a new species – Morus trnaviensis.

Most authors suppose that M. nigra comes from Asia, either western Asia, especially
from Persia (Loudon 1854; Brandis 1874; Schneider 1906; Lorgus et al. 1912; Rehder
1949a; Townsend 1980; Zohary 1982; Huxley & Taylor 1989) or central Asia (Yaltirik
1982; Heller & Heyn 1994). Such opinions might have been influenced by Boissier
(1879), who believed that the black mulberry was presumably spontaneous in the forests
of Transcaucasia, in Lenkoran, and in northern Persia on the Caspian Sea. In Boissier’s

K. Browicz: Origin of Morus nigra  275



time, the knowledge of the flora of southwestern Asia was still inadequate In Boissier’s
time, and only today, when the data is much more detailed, can we say that in the case of
Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan and Central Asia the data concerns only cultivated trees, their
cultivation having perhaps a very long tradition. 

Zhukovskij (1964) writes that M. nigra is cultivated in the Caucasus, Central Asia, the
Crimea, Moldavia and Ukraine, but he notes that it might grow wild in southwestern
Asia. Grossheim (1949), the biggest authority on the flora of the Caucasus, is of a similar
opinion. M. nigra is reported from the Crimea by Stankov (1947), but Kosych (1967) in
his monograph on the fruit trees and shrubs of the peninsula does not mention the black
mulberry at all, even though he discusses such ‘fruit’ species as Elaeagnus angustifolia,
Celtis caucasica or Vitex agnus-castus.

In Turkey, according to Yaltirik (1982), M. nigra is “widespread in Anatolia, culti-
vated in gardens.” The same concerns Iran and Afghanistan – I studied herbaria from
these countries together with the collectors’ annotations on the labels while preparing
a description of the Moraceae family for Flora Iranica (Browicz 1982). Still in that
region, the black mulberry is reported from Pakistan by Stewart (1972) and Ghafoor
(1985), and from Kashmir by Singh and Kachroo (1987), who, however, cautiously point
out that it is “usually cultivated, a few escapees in ravine.” A radical opinion is repre-
sented by Zhukovskij (1964), who holds that M. nigra grows in a wild state in Ladakh,
and at the altitude of 3500 m.

Thus, it seems fair to agree with Ghafoor (1985): “native area obscure, cultivated and
subspontaneous in NW India, Pakistan westwards to Asia Minor, Central and South Eu-

Fig. 2. Typical leaves of Morus nigra L. (A) and Morus alba L. (B). Scale bar: 5 cm.
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rope, North Africa and Central Asia,” and with Townsend (1980): “its precise origin has
long been obscured by extensive cultivation.”

M. nigra does not occur in a wild state anymore and any speculations as to its native
area remain simply speculations. However, it is worth considering whether its original
location was not in the Aegean, a region of Greece whose location midway on the route
of exchange of fruit trees and shrubs between southern Europe and western Asia, could
have played a significant role in the case of M. nigra also. 

According to Brandis (1874), M. nigra “was surely introduced to Greece and thence
to Italy.” Its juicy and colorful fruit were used in medicine, were flavorful, and were
considered refrigerant and laxative (Ghafoor 1985). They were also used for coloring
wine. In modern times the black mulberry is seldom reported from Greece or else the
data on it are quite vague, lacking information about the place of cultivation (Halácsy
1904; Turland et al. 1993); other authors, for example Voliotis and Athanasiadis (1971)
or Baumann (1993), do not mention M. nigra at all. Hayek (1924–1927) does not men-
tion it from the southern part of the Balkan Peninsula, and Greuter et al. (1989) believe
that the black mulberry is problematic in Greece. It turns out, however, that M. nigra
occurs quite often in the area, which I had a chance to verify myself during my explora-
tion of the flora on some of the islands. It is best visible on the attached map which
includes western Turkey as well (Fig. 3).

It cannot be excluded, then, that this area could be the native area of M. nigra and that
from here it spread in cultivation both westward to southern Europe and far eastward to
Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, where it was taken during the conquests of Alexander
the Great. In any case all this cannot and does not explain where the country of origin of
Morus nigra really is. What is certain is that nowadays it has little use in cultivation,
neither as a fruit nor as a decorative tree, and it is usually represented only by single,
sometimes very old, specimens. 

Known locations of Morus nigra in the Aegean basin

GREECE. THRACE. Konyankouy, sandy soil near hills, old trees much damaged by cutting of
branches for the fruit. 04.05.1932, Tedd 824 (K). THASOS. Mikron Prinos, tree planted not far from
the road to Agios Pandeleimon, 18.06.1979, Boratyński, Browicz & Zieliński 457 (KOR). LEMNOS.
only old trees. One tree in Thanos; 2 trees near Avlonas; 3 trees near Agios Dimitrios, near
a clump of Quercus coccifera; one tree between Romanou and Repandini, one tree in Roussopou-
li, one tree near Kaminia, two trees between Kaminia and Polichni (Browicz 1992). CHIOS. NE
Chios, 1–3 km of Marmaron, neglected orchard. 11.05.1985, Boratyński, Browicz, Zieliński 6 (KOR);
abundantly represented and in almost every village. It is particularly common near Kambia, be-
tween Agion Gala and Melanios (Boratyński et al. 1987). SAMOS. Western part of the island – Ma-
rathocampos, Kalithea, Drakaioi (Christodoulakis 1986). KOS. Zia Asphendioy, in garden (Bro-
wicz 1993). A. Hansen (1980) mentions this tree as “Strassenbaum kultiviert” (probably Morus
alba). NISIROS. Without locality (Papatsou 1975). RHODOS. Cultivated, without locality (Boratyńs-
ka et al. 1985; Carlström 1987). KRITI. Cultivated, without locality (Rechinger 1943; Turland et
al. 1993). Nomos Iraklion. An old tree in devastated orchard near Mathia village, between Geraki
and Kastelli, 29.05.1983, Boratyńska et al. 228 (KOR). KYTHERA. Kapsali, cultivated (Greuter
& Rechinger 1967). N. SPORADES. Yioura – few old trees remaining from cultivation (Kamari et
al. 1988). EVVOIA. Eastern part of the island, near Platanistos (Browicz 1986). LEVKAS. Frequently
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cultivated in the villages (Hofman 1968). AETOLIA. Valley of Tauropos river, near Kalesmanon, by
the road to Karpenision, thickets in neglected orchard, 2.06.1988 Boratyński, Browicz, Tomlik
& Zieliński 869 (KOR).

TURKEY. GANOSDAGI. without locality (Webb 1966). GÖKCEADA ISL. Bademli köyű(Seçmen
& Leblebici 1978). BOZCAADA ISL. Sulubahce (Seçmen & Leblebici 1978). BALIKESIR. Bandirma,
(Yaltirik 1982). IZMIR. Ödemis (Yaltirik 1982).
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