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v^aMo% APRIL 1958 
VOL. VII No. 3 

6 TAXON 
Official News Bulletin of the International Association for Plant Taxonomy. Edited and Published for I. A.P.T. 
by the International Bureaufor Plant Taxonomy and Nomenclature. 106 Lange Nieuwstraat.Utrecht. Netherlands 

WHAT IS A "NEW TAXON"? 
R. Ross (London) 

In the recent note in which he proposed an amendment of Art. 34, Bullock (Taxon 
6: 215-6) states "the effect of the wording of the article [Art. 34] is to invalidate all 
new names published since 1 Jan. 1935 which depend upon a reference back to any 
previously published description, unless the latter was in Latin." Art. 34, however, 
applies only to "a name of a new taxon", and hence Bullock's statement is only 
true if all new names are names of new taxa. The purpose of this note is to examine 
how far this is so, and to consider the question of whether the phrase "a name of 
a new taxon" needs definition. 

On the question of what a new taxon is, Bullock says "since a taxon is defined 
as any taxonomic group admitted or implied by the Code, such as 'genus', 'species', 
etc., a new taxon could be something different from these". This statement implies 
that a taxon is a category, denoted by a term such as those in the list "Divisio .... 
Subforma" in Art. 4. However, as Rickett (Taxon 7: 37. 1958) has pointed out, a 
taxon, as that word is used throughout the Code, is a group of plants brought 
together to form a unit of a taxonomic classification and denoted by a name such 
as Ranunculaceae, Ranunculus, or Ranunculus acris. 

The terms "new genus", "new species", etc., more often in the form "gen. nov.", 
"sp. nov.", are so commonplace in the literature of taxonomic botany that there is 
no need to argue the point that "new taxon" in the Code means "newly recognised 
taxon" and not "newly evolved taxon". This being accepted, we are now in a position 
to consider which new names are names of new taxa. 

Where the new name is accompanied only by a description and not by any 
reference to a previously published name or description, there is no difficulty. It is 
clearly the name of a new taxon. It is only in those cases where there is a reference 
to a previously published description that there can be doubt. The various categories 
into which such cases fall need to be considered separately. They are: 

(i) New names proposed to replace validly published but illegitimate names. there 
being no change of position or rank of the taxon concerned. There is clearly no 
new taxon involved in such cases. It should be noted that the type of the new name 
is the type of the previously and validly published name for which it is substituted. 

(ii) New names proposed on change of position without change of rank. It is 
irrelevant whether the new name is what is termed a new combination, the epithet 
of the previous name being retained, or a new name in which the previous epithet 
is not retained because its use would be illegitimate. In either case a previously 
recognised taxon, not a new one, is being given a new name, and here too the type 
of the new name is the type of the previously and validly published name. This is 
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so even when there is no legitimnate name for the taxon the position of which is 
changed, but only a validly published illegitimate one the description attached to 
which is cited, and it holds whether or not the epithet of the illegitimate name is 
adopted. 

(iii) New names proposed on change of rank. Here there is more difficulty. It 
can be argued that when, say, a subspecies is raised to specific rank there is an 
addition to the total of recognised species, and hence the new specific name is the 
name of a new species. However, Art. 49, 51, 60, 61, make it clear that the rank 
of a taxon can be changed and thus that, although this may be a case of a new 
species, it is not a case of a new taxon. When a botanist decides that a group of 
plants which have previously been regarded as a subspecies, say, in fact constitute 
a species separate from that to which they have been assigned as a subspecies, he 
may, if he wishes, provide a latin diagnosis to validate the name he adopts and 
designate one of the specimens from which that diagnosis is drawn up as type. Even 
if he goes on to state that the former subspecies belongs to this species, there is not 

necessarily an identity between the two, and his species is a new taxon. If, on the 
other hand, he validates his new specific name by reference to the diagnosis of the 

subspecies, whether or not he adopts the subspecific epithet, there is an identity 
between the two, the species is not a new taxon but an old taxon with its rank 

changed, and the type of the new specific name is the type of the previously and 

validly published subspecific name. 
It is a significant contrast to this that when a new genus is proposed for a single 

species previously assigned to some other genus, this is never regarded as a change 
of rank of the taxon from species to genus. This is equally true if it is only a new 

monotypic subseries based on a previously published species. This is because the 

species is not replaced in the system by the genus, or the subseries, but both are 
treated as separate nomenclatural entities of different rank but identical circum- 

scription; it is a consequence of the fact that species is one of the obligatory ranks 
listed in Art. 3. The name of a genus, or subseries, does not replace that of the 

species, but both names continue in use as correct names, whereas in the case 
discussed in the previous paragraph the subspecific name is replaced by the specific 
name as the correct name of the taxon. 

(iv) New names for taxa which have been described but the description is not 

accompanied by a validly published name. There may be no name at all, a pre- 
linnaean name or one published before the later starting point of the group concerned, 
a vernacular name, one of inadmissible form, or one published since 1 Jan. 1935 
but with the diagnosis not in Latin. In most of these cases the existence of a separate 
taxon was recognised by the author to whose description reference is made rather 
than by the author validly publishing the new name. Nevertheless, from the standpoint 
of botanical nomenclature, they had no existence, for there was no name, not even 
an illegitimate one, by which they might be referred to; they should accordingly 
be regarded as new taxa for the purposes of the Code. On this view, the loophole 
to which Bullock refers - that even after 1 Jan. 1935 a taxon was no longer new 
after it had been given a non-latin diagnosis and hence reference to that diagnosis 
made the name validly published under Art. 32, Art. 34 not applying - was never 

open, even in the Cambridge and Stockholm Codes, and this was the view of the 
Paris Congress. The types of names which fall under this head, in contrast to cases 
(i), (ii), and (iii), are not the types of previously and validly published names. 

(v) New names for taxa which have been described under misapplied names. 
In such cases reference is made not to the original description which accompanied 
the previous name but to one published under a later misapplication of it. It is 
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the author of the new name, not the author of the description to which he refers, 
who recognised the taxon as separate, and there can be no question but that the new 
name is the name of a, new taxon. Here, as in (iv), the type of the new name is 
not the type of a previously and validly published name. 

The above five categories cover all the cases where a new name is given valid 
publication by reference to a previously published description. The conclusions 
reached about them can be generalised in the statement that a new name is the 
name of a new taxon unless its type is the type of a previously and validly published 
name which it is published to replace. This is in accordance with established custom, 
for the new name in cases (i), (ii), and (iii) would be termed by most authors "nom. 
nov.", "comb. nov.", "trans. nov." or "stat. nov.", whereas those in cases (iv) and 
(v) would be designated "sp. nov.", etc., according to rank. It also conforms to Art. 
35, which applies (if "a name of a new taxon" in that Art. is so understood) to all 
names whose type is not that of a previous validly published name. To obviate any 
possibility of misunderstanding, it would perhaps be well to include a definition to 
this effect in the Code, and I therefore propose the following addition to Art. 34 *: 

"Note: A new name is the name of a new taxon unless it replaces a previously 
and validly published name with the same type." 

It is perhaps worth pointing out that this will provide guidance where both a 
description and a reference to a previously published name and description accompany 
a new name. If the form of the publication is such that the type of the new name 
is the type of the previous one, the new name is not the name of a new taxon; 
otherwise it is. 

If the above conclusion as to what is a new taxon is accepted, it is seen that the 
statement of Bullock's quoted in the first paragraph of this note misinterprets Art. 34 
and that most cases where a new name is accompanied by a reference to a previously 
published description do not fall within the scope of that Article. Bullock's statement 
that they do is the main basis of his argument that Art. 34 should be amended, 
but the wording he proposes would have the effect of making reference to a diagnosis 
published before 1 Jan. 1935 but not in Latin sufficient for valid publication of 
names of new taxa, i.e. in cases (iv) and (v) above, and the desirability of this 
alteration in the effect of Art. 34 will have to be decided at the next Congress. 

The majority of botanical taxonomists have always considered that the taxon to 
which a name referred should be indicated by a description of its diagnostic characters 
in Latin. The minority who were not prepared to act in accordance with this view 
was for many years so large and included so many leading workers that their work 
could not be ignored. By 1930 (for phycologists, 1954) this minority had shrunk 
to a very small number of botanists whose work was generally considered of little 
importance. It was accordingly decided that it was practicable to include in the next 
edition of the Code a requirement that all future descriptions should be in Latin. 
It was clear, however, that such a provision could have no retrospective effect on the 
status of names already validly published, and that it was essential that the indication 
of the characters of the taxa to which they applied, whatever the language of the 
description or even if it were an illustration with analysis published before 1 Jan. 
1908, should continue to suffice to validate any new names or combinations for 
those taxa. Chaos, both in nomenclature and typification, would otherwise ensue. 

There is, on the other hand, no necessity for descriptions without validly published 
names or those attached to misapplied names to have any status at all. When a name 

* Proposal no. 21 submitted to the 9th International Botanical Congress, Montreal, 1959. 
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is proposed for a taxon to which such a description applies, it is immaterial whether 
the author refers to that description and so makes the specimen on which it is based 
the type of his name, or provides a new diagnosis and type. If he does the second, 
no previous validly published name is relegated to limbo, and no previous type 
superseded. If it is accepted that as many names as possible should be associated 
with Latin descriptions - and that is the principle on which Art. 34 is based - then 
clearly the Code should provide that names for the taxa under discussion should 
require for valid publication to be accompanied by a Latin diagnosis or a reference 
to one. Art. 34, as at present worded, does require this; Bullock's proposed amended 
version does not. 

The only argument for accepting Bullock's proposal would be that the custom 
of accompanying a name of a new taxon with only a reference to a description 
without a validly published name or one attached to a misapplied name published 
before 1 Jan. 1935 and in a language other than Latin was so well-established and 
widespread that a provision in the Code which disallowed it would invalidate many 
names and would be ignored. There are comparatively few descriptions without 
validly published names in the literature, however, and although misapplied names 
are more frequent, the number of new names based on the descriptions accompanying 
them is small. This argument has thus little weight. There is a further reason for 
discouraging reference to descriptions accompanying misapplied names, for these 
were necessarily not intended by their authors to be diagnostic, since they would 
not have indicated how the taxon differed from that to which the name they were 
errroneously using actually applied. For these reasons I consider Bullock's amendment 
unnecessary and undesirable. 

The further and separate question raised by Bullock of whether "diagnosis" or 
"description" is the more suitable word to use in the provisions relating to valid 
publication, I intend to discuss in a wider context in the near future. 

As a postscript I must add that, in those groups which have a starting point for 
their nomenclature later than 1753, any name, when first validly published at or 
after the new starting point, even when taken up from an earlier work, would be 
"a name of a new taxon" as defined here. Donk (Taxon 6: 245-256) argues that 
the opposite is to be deduced from the omission from the Stockholm Code of the 
"under another name" requirement which applied in previous Codes to validation 
by reference of names of genera, species, and infraspecific taxa, but not to subdivisions 
of genera nor to taxa of higher rank than genus. However, the fact that referring to 
a previous description not accompanied by a validly published name is now sufficient 
under the Code for valid publication of a name does not alter the fact that the 
taxon to which the name applies had no previous nomenclatural recognition. It 
furthermore has no effect on the typification of the first validly published name 
of a taxon whether the Articles of the Code which refer only to names of new taxa 
(Art. 34, 35, 36) apply to it or not; even the requirement that, from 1 Jan. 1958, 
the type must be indicated (Art. 35) leaves the author free to refer to an old 
description and make the specimen on which it is based the type of his name. The 
reasons which Donk advances for his point of view are therefore irrelevant to his 
main argument, which concerns the typification of names of Fungi taken up from 
works published before 1821. I do not find, therefore, in what he says any reason to 
modify the definition I have proposed here. 
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