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Brassicaceae Seed Identification



Try Low Magnification First
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Surface Characteristics

• Reticulum: A network of fibers on the seed surface.  

• Interspace: An area enclosed within the lines of the 
reticulum. 

• Stipples:  Micro-
scopic pits over the
seed surface.



Stipples
Microscopic pits over the seed surface



Brassica oleracea
(collards, cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, kale, Brussel sprouts)



Brassica oleracea
(collards, cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, kale, Brussel sprouts)

• Size: 1.5 – 3 mm 
diameter 

• Shape: somewhat 
spherical to 
somewhat triangular, 
sometimes flattened

• Color: bronze to 
reddish, brown, or 
grayish-black 



Brassica oleracea
(collards, cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, kale, Brussel sprouts)

• Reticulum: fine, 
narrow, sometimes 
with a waxy 
appearance 

• Interspaces: often 
very small

• Stipples: very small 
and sometimes 
obscured, may not be 
visible on
reticulum  



Brassica napus
(winter rape, annual rape, Siberian kale, rutabaga)



Brassica napus
(winter rape, annual rape, Siberian kale, rutabaga)

• Size: 1.5 - 3 mm

• Shape: spherical to 
somewhat spherical 

• Color: grayish-black 
to   reddish-brown



Brassica napus
(winter rape, annual rape, Siberian kale, rutabaga)

• Reticulum: fine lines, 
relatively flat, may be 
indistinct, overall 
smooth appearance 

• Interspaces:   often 
large 

• Stipples: small, round, 
cover entire surface



B. oleracea B. napus



B. oleracea B. napus



Brassica rapa
(turnip, turnip rape, pak-choi, Chinese cabbage, field mustard)

Bok chou (Brassica rapa subsp. chinensis)

Turnip (Brassica rapa subsp. 
rapa ‘White Lady’). Photo: National 
Garden Bureau.



Brassica rapa
(turnip, turnip rape, pak-choi, Chinese cabbage, field mustard)

• Size: <2mm

• Shape: spherical 
to slightly 
flattened

• Color: brown, 
reddish,  or 
grayish-black

turnip 



Brassica rapa
(turnip, turnip rape, pak-choi, Chinese cabbage, field mustard)

• Reticulum: coarse 
ridges

• Interspaces: usually 
small

• Stipples: small, shiny, 
prominent, roundish, 
may cover entire 
surface

turnip 



B. oleracea
B. napus

B. rapa



Brassica juncea
India mustard (synonyms: brown mustard, Indian mustard)

‘Black Knight’ mustard greens (Brassica juncea ‘Black Knight’) Photo: National Garden Bureau



Brassica juncea
India mustard (synonyms: brown mustard, Indian mustard)

• Size:  <2mm

• Shape: spherical to 
slightly flattened

• Color: reddish-brown 
or brown, to 
orangish

India mustard 



Brassica juncea
India mustard (synonyms: brown mustard, Indian mustard)

• Reticulum: fine 
distinct lines 

• Interspaces: 
large, shallow 
and usually flat-
bottomed 

• Stipples: Small, 
distinct, may be 
visible on entire 
surface  

India mustard 



Brassica tournefortii



Brassica tournefortii
(Sahara mustard)

Size: 1.0 – 1.5mm

Shape: spherical

Color: reddish 
brown to
blackish

Reticulum: 
prominent
white lines

Interspaces: small



Brassica juncea vs. Brassica tournefortii



Brassica nigra 
(black mustard)



Brassica nigra
(black mustard)

• Size:  <2mm

• Shape: broadly 
ovate, slightly 
flattened

• Color: dark 
reddish-brown, 
brown, orangish



Brassica nigra
(black mustard)

• Reticulum: thick, 
prominent ridges  

• Interspaces: large, 
deep, concave, 
glossy

• Stipples: very small, 
partially or 
completely 
obscured, may not 
be visible on the 
reticulum 



B. nigraB. juncea



Sinapis arvensis
charlock (synonyms: field mustard, wild mustard, wild rape)



Sinapis arvensis
charlock (synonyms: field mustard, wild mustard, wild rape)

• Size:  <2mm

• Shape: spherical 

• Color: black or 
reddish 



Sinapis arvensis
charlock (synonyms: field mustard, wild mustard, wild turnip)

• Reticulum: fine, 
indistinct, 
obscured, over-all 
smooth appearance 

• Interspaces: very 
small

• Stipples: minute, 
may be partially or 
completely obscure



B. napus B. oleraceaB. rapa

B. nigra B. juncea S. arvensis



Selected Setaria spp. 

S. pumila 
subsp. pumila

yellow foxtail

S. parviflora
knotroot 

bristlegrass

S. faberi
giant foxtail

S. italica 
foxtail milletgreen foxtail

S. viridis



Setaria pumila subsp. pumila
yellow foxtail



Setaria pumila subsp. pumila
Palea/ Lemma view

Size &
Shape

3 mm long
2 mm wide
1.25 mm thick

Broadly 
ellipsoid



Setaria pumila subsp. pumila



Setaria pumila subsp. pumila



Setaria pumila subsp. pallidefusca

A. Spikelet in ventral view 
B. Spikelet in dorsal view
C. Floret in ventral view
D. Floret in dorsal view
E. Caryopsis ventral view
F. Caryopsis in dorsal view 



Setaria pumila subsp. pallidefusca



Setaria parviflora
knotroot bristlegrass



Setaria parviflora
Lemma/ Palea view

Size &
Shape

•2.5 mm long
1.25 mm wide
0.75 mm thick

•Narrowly 
ellipsoid



Setaria parviflora



Setaria parviflora

Side view



Setaria spp. 
pumila vs. parviflora

Similarities &
Differences



Setaria faberi
Giant Foxtail



Setaria faberi
Lemma/ palea view

Size &
Shape

•2.75 mm long
1.75 mm wide
1 mm thick

•Ellipsoid; 
thickest point 
is midway or 
below



Setaria faberi



Setaria faberi

Side view



Setaria viridis
Green Foxtail



Setaria viridis
Lemma/ palea view

Size &
Shape

2 mm long
1.5 mm wide
0.75 mm thick

Oval; about the 
same thickness 
throughout



Setaria viridis



Setaria viridis

Side view



Setaria spp.
viridis vs. faberi

Similarities &
Differences



Setaria italica
foxtail millet



Setaria italica
lemma/ palea view

Size &
Shape

3 mm long
2 mm wide
1.5 mm thick

Oval



Setaria italica
Texture

Very small and 
closely spaced 
transverse ridges 
(smooth and 
glossy)

Golden-yellow, 
dark brown to 
greenish yellow; 
sometimes mottled



Setaria italica

•Keel outline oval

•Glossy margins 
evident



Setaria spp. 
Viridis vs. Italica

Similarities & Differences

viridis (left)…italica (right) Mixture-- viridis and italica



Selected Setaria spp. 

S. pumila 
subsp. pumila

yellow foxtail

S. parviflora
knotroot 

bristlegrass

S. faberi
giant foxtail

S. italica 
foxtail milletgreen foxtail

S. viridis



References
• Meyer, D. J.; Lionakis & Effenberger, J.; California Dept of Food and Agriculture, Plant Pest 

Diagnostics Center 2005; “Brassica Seed Identification”

• Musil, Albina F.; Associate Botanist, Division of Forage Crops and Diseases, Agricultural 
Research Administration, USDA, 1948; “Distinguishing the Species of Brassica by Their Seed”; 
Misc. Publication No. 643.

• USDA Handbook N0. 30, 1952, “Testing Agricultural and Vegetable Seeds”

• USDA Handbook N0. 219, 1963, “Identification of Crop and Weed Seeds”

• Photos by Sandy Dawson 2006/2007

• Brassica Oleracea Plant Species Vegetables: Kale, Broccoli, and More (businessinsider.com)

• 2017: The Year of the Brassica - Laidback Gardener

https://www.businessinsider.com/brassica-oleracea-broccoli-kale-brussels-sprouts-2017-5
https://laidbackgardener.blog/2017/01/30/2017-the-year-of-the-brassica/
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