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TAXON 23(2/3): 355-356. MAY I974 

THE STATUS OF CULTIVARS WITH LATIN-FORM EPITHETS 

H. J. Welch'- 

Summary 
The concept of cultivar is essentially different from the concept of any botanical taxon 
and therefore no cultivar can ever be co-extensive with the botanical taxon in which it 
occurs. Retroactive application of both Codes requires the repudiation of all past attempts 
to treat cultivar names within the botanical system. Cultivars they were, are, and always 
have been, so such combinations are botanically absurd and invalid. Conversely, the use 
of infra-specific botanical epithets as cultivar names is equally objectionable. 

It was formerly the custom, especially amongst woody plants such as the 
coniferae to name cultivars (clones) by adding one, two or even three Latin-form 
epithets to the specific name. 

The time lay between the development of the Botanical Code and the ap- 
pearance of a Cultivar Code had an unfortunate effect because it allowed a 
tradition to grow up (now dead) that all names indistinguishable from botanical 
names should be treated in accordance with the principles of botanical nomen- 
clature, and many writers dealt with these Latin-form multinomials in this way. 
Since the concept of cultivar is as old as horticulture itself (only the name being 
new) the requirement in each Code that its provisions are to be applied retro- 
actively raises the necessity of examining critically the legitimacy of this treatment 
of cultivars. Retroactive application means that action that would be regarded as 
illegitimate if proposed today must be outlawed if done in the past, however 
widespread and however well-intentioned it may have been. 

Note 2 to Article 10 of the Cultivated Code states that the concept of cultivar 
is essentially different from the concept of the botanical variety, varietas. The 
same is of course equally true of any other botanical category. Within the species 
the botanical rank forma may be regarded as the one most nearly approaching 
the concept of cultivar, but it is still essentially different therefrom. So the 
circumscription of a cultivar, however closely in any particular case it might 
appear to do, can never (because of this essential difference) be the circumscription 
of a forma (nor of any botanical taxon) because the latter concept must include 
individuals now existing or which might be found in the future which do not fall 
within the circumscription of the original cultivar. We may extend the simple 
illustration often used - boxes within boxes - by regarding infra-specific 
classification as partitions within the smallest of the boxes and thinking of 
cultivars as solid objects of such size and shape that they will never fill the 
appropriate compartment exactly without leaving some air-spaces. It follows that 
any purported publication of an infra-specific combination, whether with or 
without a clear indication of the rank proposed, if accompanied only by a 
description of a cultivar, and any purported change of rank referring only to 
that previous description is inadmissible. (This holds good if, for "cultivar", one 
reads "group of cultivars".) We cannot create a botanical combination out of 
something that is a botanical non-entity. 

In the main supplementary epithets were added in those early days with no 
attempt to define their rank and even where an author used the abbreviations 
"var." or "f." the improvement is usually more apparent than real since the 
values now attached to these two terms had not then been settled. One of many 
writers who attempted to sort out the resulting muddle was the late Professor 
Alfred Rehder, and in his Bibliography of Cultivated Trees and Shrubs, 1949, 
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making the obvious choice from amongst the botanical categories available to 
him, he attempted to reduce the confusion in the nomenclature of the garden 
forms in the literature by giving them all, uniformly, the rank of forma. 

In retrospect, it is clear that in attempting to bring cultivars within the 
botanical nomenclatural system Rehder and other writers were attempting an 
impossibility. It is therefore not surprising that Rehder, being the outstanding 
taxonomist he was, even then found himself up against the difficulties he writes 
of in his "Introduction". First of all he was quite unable to deal with the 
multinomials which were quite common in the literature he was scanning, 
especially so amongst garden conifers, since the botanical system of nomenclature 
could accept trinomials but nothing more. So "impossibles" of this kind he printed 
with double quote marks to indicate, as he says... "That the name does not 
constitute a botanical combination and that the plant should be regarded as a 
clonal garden form". So as cultivars such began, cultivars they are now seen to be 
and cultivars they always have been. 

Lower down in his "Introduction" he says . . . "There are, however, many 
cases where botanical (sic) names have been given to cultivated plants which 
at the time the name was given represented clones, but the names themselves 
are not those of clones and should be considered the name of a group of plants 
which means that any plant identical or nearly identical may later be included 
in the group". 

Where a previous author had used a Latin-form epithet (at the time quite 
legitimately) which is descriptive, such as pendula, fastigiate, conica and the like, 
cases could very well arise where their later use as the names of groups of 
cultivars might prove to be convenient, but Rehder, having made this valid point 
in the Introduction does not proceed to distinguish such cases but treats every 
case uniformly as a forma, including many which are equally as much 
indisputably "clonal garden forms" as the unmanageable quadrinomials. Where 
his proposed botanical combinations were supported by reference only to the 
description of cultivars, as in many cases they were, application of the Codes 
retroactively requires us to say of the trinomials, no less than of the quadnomials 
'As cultivars they began, cultivars they are now seen to be, cultivars they have 
been all the time.' 

Article 27 of the Cultivated Code states that cultivar names given before 1 
January 1959 must not be rejected because they are in Latin form, so these names 
are acceptable, if righty used. 

The case for rejecting all attempts to deal with the nomenclature of cultivars 
within the botanical system does not at all rest on considerations of expediency or 
convenience, but the desirability of accepting this necessity is supported by the 
absurdity that sometimes resulted from such attempts. For example, in the 
Bibliography Rehder lists 35 forms of Picea abies. It is difficult to suppose that 
any botanist, past, present or future would wish to recognise so many minor 
classifications, particularly since many of the names refer to variants (often more 
or less unstable) that horticulturists notoriously find difficult to distinguish. 

A corollary of the principle I have set out is that the use in horticulture as 
cultivar names of epithets used for variants that have been legitimately'recognised 
as infraspecific botanical taxa is equally to be rejected. 

Many examples of this occur, for example in Juniperus communis L., but every 
case will need examination and new cultivar names will need to be found in 
many cases. 

The intention of Para. (b) of Article 27 of the Cultivar Code is understandably 
commendable, but in view of Note 2 to Article 10 (quoted above) its logic is 
open to question, in the light of what I have here drawn attention to. Botanists do 
not "name a plant", they classify plants. I would suggest that in the great 
majority of cases where these circumstances apparently arise the balance of 
advantage will lie in finding a new cultivar name, thus avoiding confusion should 
a further clone or clones ever be selected or should further taxonomic study ever 
require reinstatement of the botanical classification. 
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