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ON NAMES PUBLISHED WITHOUT CLEAR INDICATION OF RANK
R. K. Brummitt (Kew) * & A. O. Chater (Leicester) **

Summary

A proposal is made to amend Article 35 of the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature
dealing with names published without clear indication of rank. Such names published before
1953 should be treated as validly published but inoperative in questions of priority. If taken
up later in a definite rank the new name should be regarded as a new combination with the
original name as the basionym.

In each of the editions of the rules of botanical nomenclature since the Lois de la
Nomenclature Botanique of Alphonse de Candolle (1867) some consideration has been
given to the problem of publication of names without clear indication of the rank of
the taxon concerned. De Candolle made the recommendation (p. 25, Article 47, 2):
“Ne pas publier un nom sans indiquer clairement si c’est un nom de famille ou de
tribe, de genre ou de section, d’espéce ou de variété, en un mot sans indiquer une
opinion sur la nature du groupe auquel ils donnent le nom”. This appears in identical
form in the International Rules adopted at the Vienna Congress in 1905 and pub-
lished in the 1906 Rules (and as a literal translation into English in Journ. of Bot. 44
Int. Rules: 12 (1906) ), and again identically in the International Rules of 1912 (p. 22,
Rec. xviii), in the 1935 Code (p. 12, Rec. XXI) and the Brittonia edition of 1947
(p. 16, Rec. XXI).

As a result of a proposal made to the Stockholm Congress of 1950 (see Regnum
Vegetabile 1: 510 (1953)) this recommendation was converted into Article 54 of
the Stockholm Code (1952) and the Paris Code (1956) (and forms the first sentence
of Article 35 of the Montreal Code (1961) — see below), ruling that names published
after 1 Jan. 1953 without clear indication of rank are invalid. Fosberg, in Taxon 7:
150 (1958), asked for guidance to be given as to what should be done with such
names published before 1953, and as a result it appears (see Regnum Vegetabile 14:
46 (1959) ; Proc. IX Int. Bot. Congr. Montreal 1959 3: 77-78 (1961)) that the editorial
committee added the note which is appended to Article 35 in the Montreal (1961)
Code.

The question of names of taxa without clear indication of rank was also raised by
a group of five Czech botanists, Dostal et al., in Taxon 7: 276-278 (1958), who
considered two possible solutions and accordingly made two alternative proposals.
It will be evident from our arguments below that we are in substantial sympathy
with the first of these proposals, but this was unaccountably omitted from the
Synopsis of Proposals submitted to the Montreal Congress (Regnum Vegetabile 14:
60 (1959)) and consequently was not voted on. It is, in our opinion, most unfortunate
that the Czech botanists overestimated the disadvantages of this first proposal and
failed to foresee the considerable disadvantages, which we discuss below, which would
result from the adoption of the second. The second Czech proposal was considered at
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Montreal and rejected, rightly so in our opinion. Following the publication of the
Synopsis of Proposals before the Montreal Congress three of the same group of Czech
botanists, Komarek et al., in Taxon 8: 90 (1959), made a further appeal for some
decision to be taken and proposed a solution which was largely in agreement with the
second of the earlier two proposals; this was never acted upon at the Montreal
Congress, and nothing has in fact come of any of the Czech proposals.

Article 35 of the Montreal Code (1961) states: “A new name published on or after
1 Jan. 1953 without a clear indication of the rank of the taxon concerned is not
validly published. / Note. For such names published before 1 Jan. 1953 the choice
made by the first author who assigned a definite rank must be followed”. It is the note
which particularly concerns us here. No example is given to explain what it means or
how it is to operate, and as a result it is open to misinterpretations. The unfortunate
wording of the note might suggest to many readers that a question of conserving
taxonomic judgement is involved; that if, for example, a name of an infraspecific
taxon was published before 1953 without clear indication of rank and this taxon was
then later clearly assigned varietal rank by another author, then this choice of varietal
rank must be adopted and nobody is entitled to regard the taxon as anything but a
variety, i.e. nobody can raise it to subspecific or any other rank. To any proponents
of the idea of fixation of taxonomic opinion this might sound splendid, but to any
practising taxonomist this interpretation must of course be absurd. What then is the
meaning of this note?

The implication seems to be that if, for example, author A published a name for
a newly described taxon in 1800 without giving any clear indication of rank, and
author B said in 1850 that this was a varietal name, then the name should henceforth
be regarded as having been published at varietal rank in 1800. The authority for the
varietal name would presumably be cited as author 4, not (author A) author B. (This
is in fact the solution offered in the second Czech proposal mentioned above.) One
could then well have the absurd situation of a name at, for example, subspecific rank
attributed to an author who never used this rank, perhaps even dating from a time
before subspecific rank was used in botanical literature. But supposing further that
in 1825 author C had published a different name, clearly at varietal rank, for the
same taxon (as he was perfectly entitled to do as there was no varietal name available
at that date), then twenty-five years later his varietal name would suddenly become a
later synonym. This would seem to be quite contrary to the spirit of the Code, and,
from the point of view of nomenclatural stability, highly undesirable. There are a
great many infraspecific and infrageneric names published without clear indication
of rank which have never been assigned a definite rank. To permit anybody to assign
to them now a rank which will be dated back to the original date of publication
means that many names at present correct could at any time in the future be reduced
to synonymy by anyone who felt so inclined.

It is necessary here to point out that a ‘new name’ is not necessarily the name of
a newly described taxon but may be a new combination or a name of new status. For
example, it has been shown by Chater & Meikle in Taxon 12: 239 (1963) that the
infraspecific taxa in Richter’s Plantae Europeae (vol. 1 published in 1890) are
without clear indication of rank. The great majority of these names were based on
other names previously validly published at either specific or varietal rank. Article 35
seems to imply that these taxa in Richter have, since 1890, been available for
assignation to any (presumably infraspecific) rank — subspecies, variety, subvariety,
proles etc. — the names at this rank to date from 1890. For example Hegi, IIl. FI.
Misteleur. 1: 227 (1907), gives Agrostis alpina var. aurata (All.) Richter; according
to the above interpretation this varietal name must be backdated to 1890 in which
year Richter published the name Agrostis alpina b. aurata (AllL) without any clear
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indication of rank (PL Eur. 1: 46). There are in fact 840 such names in Richter, many
of which have probably never since been ‘assigned a definite rank’. May we now
therefore say that these names were published by Richter at subspecific rank and
thereby now, in 1966, create a large number of subspecific names to date from 1890?

We may also note here that Article 35 does not stipulate how one should assign
definite rank to such a taxon. Can one merely make a statement that all the taxa
marked by greek letters in author A (1800) are subspecies, or must one actually detail
each one separately? And if one such taxon is assigned subspecific rank, does it follow
that all other such taxa in the same work must also become subspecies, or can different
ranks be assigned to different taxa marked by the same greek letter? And supposing
in the example just quoted Hegi had given the name Agrostis alpina var. aurata with-
out mention of Richter, would this have constituted assignment of definite rank to
Richter’s name of indefinite rank, or would it merely be a new combination attribut-
able to Hegi? We feel that whichever way a definite rank is assigned, backdating of
the names would be most undesirable and could lead to absurd situations.

Another interpretation of the Note to Article 35 was offered by Dostél et al. in the
first solution which they offered in 1958. Continuing with the theoretical example
given above, this interpretation would mean that if author B in 1850 regards as a
variety the taxon described by author A in 1800, and makes the appropriate name
at varietal rank, then this dates as a varietal name from 1850, not 1800. The authority
for the 1850 name would then presumably be (author A) author B or possibly author
A ex author B. But if this is the intention then the note is quite irrelevant and mean-
ingless, for author D would still be quite at liberty to combine author A’s epithet
in a subvarietal name in 1900 and author E could raise it to subspecific rank in 1950.
The note to Article 35 does not in fact seem to answer the question of what one should
do about names published before 1953 without clear indication of rank, and is likely
to bring about confusion.

A possible solution to the problem would be to delete both the Note and the
qualification in the first sentence ‘on or after 1 Jan. 1953°, and to leave Article 35
reading merely ‘A new name published without a clear indication of the rank of the
taxon concerned is not validly published’. Even though retroactive such a change
would have no effect on current nomenclature except that the original author of the
name of indefinite rank would not be cited as the publishing author once a definite
rank was assigned. We do not, however, recommend this since it seems desirable to
keep the name of the original publishing author in the citation of the names. It seems
that a more positive solution is required.

In proposing here a new note to Article 35 we must emphasise that, as the first
sentence of the Article clearly implies, new names published before 1953 without
clear indication of rank are in fact validly published (assuming that other conditions
for valid publication are fulfilled). Such names exist in a nomenclatural limbo until
the taxa concerned are given a definite rank by a later author. During the period that
these taxa have no rank the names applied to them can obviously play no part in
questions of priority, and later authors are free to ignore them or take them up as
they choose. As is the case with all names, their operativeness at any particular rank
dates from the time when they were first validly published at that rank.

There has perhaps been a tendency to assume that merely because a name is valid-
ly published it must have some definite rank, and this has probably resulted in
many cases of false attribution of, in particular, varietal rank to names of infra-
specific taxa of indefinite rank, and of sectional rank to names of infrageneric taxa
of indefinite rank. It is admittedly often difficult to cite names of indefinite rank,
but this can, for infraspecific taxa, usually be done by citing them exactly as they
are given, e.g. as Triticum junceum * pungens Pers. or Agrostis alpina b. aurata
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(All.) Richter, or even, if need be, merely as trinomials. Citation of names of infra-
generic taxa may be more difficult. How, for example, does one refer to the group
Microbracteolatae published without indication of rank under the genus Baphia by
Lester-Garland in Journ. Linn. Soc. London (Bot.) 45: 230 (1921)? A binomial,
Baphia Microbracteolatae, might be taken for a species and is undesirable. Perhaps
it might be most useful to use the word ‘group’, as in Baphia group Microbracteolatae
Lester-Garland.

It is necessary to mention that in many cases it may be difficult to discover whether
or not an author has specified the rank of a taxon to which he has given a name.
Richter, for example, may appear at first sight to be recognising both subspecies and
varieties in his Plantae Europeae, but in the paper by Chater & Meikle already cited
it is shown that they are in fact without clear indication of rank. Conversely, the
infrageneric taxa in Endlicher’s Genera Plantarum seem at first sight to have no
specified rank, but, as Dr. Stearn has pointed out to us, under the genus Aristolochia,
vol. 1, p. 345, the subordinate taxa whose names are given in upright capitals
preceded by lower case roman letters are clearly indicated to be sections; since there
is nothing to contradict it, it may be assumed that all such taxa in the work are of
that rank. Many other similar problems exist in the literature and each separate
publication must be considered on its own merits.

As the Czech botanists emphasised in 1958 and 1959, the question of names with-
out clear indication of rank is an important one in the nomenclature of infraspecific
taxa. We feel that it is likely to prove equally important in the nomenclature of infra-
generic taxa. The present Code fails to give any guidance on the procedure to be
followed, and the problem remains unresolved and as urgent as ever. We therefore
here propose a new note to Article 35. We are grateful to A. A. Bullock, J. E. Dandy
and W. T. Stearn for discussion of this problem.

Proposal 101 submitted to the XIth International Botanical Congress.

Article 35 (1961 Code) to read:

A new name published on or after 1 Jan. 1953 without a clear indication of the rank
of the taxon concerned is not validly published.

Note. Such names published before 1953 are validly published (provided that
other requirements for valid publication are fulfilled), but since they are not pub-
lished in any specified rank they are inoperative in questions of priority. If a new
name was published before 1953 without clear indication of the rank of the taxon
concerned, and was then used as the basionym of a name in a definite rank, the resulting
name is to be regarded as of new status and for purposes of priority in that rank dates
from the time when this name of new status is first validly published.

Examples. The Eroups Soldanellae, Sepincoli, Occidentales etc. were published without any
indication of rank under the genus Convolvulus by House in Muhlenbergia 4: 50 (1908). These
names are validly published but are not in any definite rank and have no status in questions
of priority.

The name Triticum junceum * pungens Pers., Syn. Pl 1: 109 (1805) is validly published but
is not in any definite rank and has no status in questions of priority. This epithet pungens
was first taken up in a name at specific rank as Triticum pungens by De Candolle, Fl. Fr. ed.
3, 5 (Suppl.): 283 (1815). Its operativeness at specific rank is to be dated from 1815, and it
should be cited as Triticum pungens (Pers.) DC.
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