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President’s Message
Bladderpod in Kern County
by Richard Spjut

B LADDeRPoD (ISomerIS ArboreA, Cleomaceae), 
 familiar to most, if not all chapter members, 
is a stinky native shrub we often sell at plant 

sales, not for its odor, 
but for its persistent 
green leaves, its fre-
quent flowering, and 
its drought tolerance. 
it is distinct for its 
inflated (bladder-like) 
fruit, referred to as an 
utricle, 2 or described as 
a “septicidal capsule,” 3 
or called a siliqua (var. 
angustata) or silicula 
(vars. arborea, glo bosa); 
the latter fruit terms 
(names) applied be-
cause the fruit sepa-
rates from a carpellary 
rib-like frame (replum) 
similar to that of a 
mustard plant, 4 (Bras-
sicaceae). From 5–25 
seeds attached to the 
replum 5 may detach 
before the fruit opens, 
or after it falls to the 
ground, where, blown 
by a wind, it may open 
and disperse seeds.

Isomeris arborea was first named by Forrest Nuttall in 
1838, the only species in the genus. it was renamed 
Cleome isomeris by Edward Greene in 1888 6 without ex-
planation; Cleome had included 4 annual species in Cal-
ifornia, 7 but taxonomists continued to use Isomeris until 
its DNA relationships were studied. in 2007, it was as-
signed to an older genus, Peritoma (DeCandolle 1824, 8) 
with 5 other species of annuals in North America 
formerly classified in the genus Cleome; subsequently, 

it was transferred to Cleomella, 9 
a genus of herbs expanded 
to include other small genera 
found in the California deserts, 
namely Carsonia, oxystylis, 
Peritoma, and Wislizenia. Despite 
these reassignments, the arbo-
real habit and utricular fruit still 
easily distinguish bladderpod. 
it also reportedly has a peculiar 
embryo. 10 Since the taxonomic 
classification of bladderpod 
remains controversial, i refer it 
to the historical genus Isomeris; 
after all, its morphology seems 
more definitive than its recently 
revised generic circumscription 
(Cleomella).

Isomeris arborea fruit wall (pericarp) 
separating from replum (frame) with 
4 attached seeds1

Photo by A
nna Laurent

Comparison of two varieties of Isomeris arborea: left, a novel variety found on steep slopes 
in the Kern River Canyon, distinguished by longer-stalked fruits broadly tapered to base; 
right, var. globosa characterized by nearly spherical fruits abruptly tapered to base, com-
mon in the san Joaquin Valley foothills, photo from plant along Brundage Road. Here it 
may be noted that Heterotheca shevockii (Asteraceae), distinguished from related species 
by lack of hairs on the disk flowers, is known only in the Kern River Canyon.

side-by-side comparison of the varieties shown in left 
column below in a closer view of fruit. Red lines added 
to outline pedicels, and blue lines the stipe. Var. glo-
bosa has larger shiny fruits on shorter stipes and shorter 
pedicels. Fruits of the novel variety are somewhat dull 
and glaucous, pedicelled and stiped at about twice 
the length of that of var. globosa. the immature green 
fruits are photosynthetic; seeds produce carbon dioxide 
maintained within the fruit wall.12

Isomeris arborea section of fruit 
(valve) persisting on plant without 
seeds, short Canyon.
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Bladderpod is widely distributed in southern Califor-
nia extending into Baja California and beyond — to 
islands south of “land’s end” (Cabo San Lucas). Not 
many native species show such broad ecological and 
geographical distribution. in Kern County, bladder-
pod can be found in the foothills of the San Joaquin 
valley, in the Kern Canyon, along the western margin 
of the Mojave Desert, and in the el Paso Mts. The 
bladderpod fruits vary in shape. Four varieties can be 
recognized, the most genetically distinct being the one 
in the valley, var. globosa. 11✿.
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Comparison of Isomeris arborea var. arborea (bottom, 
short Canyon) and var. angustata (top, el Paso Mts.). 
Varieties distinguished by fruit shape, ellipsoidal (var. 
arborea) similar to a bitter melon (Mormordica charan-
tia), elongated (var. angustata ) like a green chili pep-
per (Capsicum annuum). Both appear to have pedicel 
and stipe length similar to var. globosa.
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