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1805, A PROPOSED STARTING POINT FOR THE NOMENCLATURE OF
SUBGENERIC TAXA OF VASCULAR PLANTS

George K. Brizicky *

The determination of the correct names of taxa between the ranks of genus and
species is one of the truly tedious, time-consuming, and difficult aspects of taxonomic
research — so much so that some taxonomists favor either the adoption of names
already in current use or the choice of new names, instead of painstakingly searching
the taxonomic literature back to 1753 for the correct ones. The only real aid in this
search and the comprehensive work for the names of subdivisions of genera of vas-
cular plants, Pfeiffer’'s Nomenclator Botanicus (1871, 1874), most unfortunately has
been left unamended and unsupplemented. It contains, moreover, numerous inaccura-
cies in and many arbitrary choices of ranks of infrageneric divisions, with the result
that, in spite of the aid it gives, one must consult all possible sources of subgeneric
and sectional names (monographs, general taxonomic works, floras, periodicals, cata-
logues of botanic gardens, etc.) in a search for the correct subgeneric or sectional
names.

In order to reduce the difficulties in determining the correct names of infrageneric
divisions of vascular plants it is proposed here to adopt January 1, 1805 as a starting
point for the nomenclature of infrageneric categories of recent vascular plants. This
date is chosen, for it was in 1805 that both subgenera and sections were introduced
for the first time on a large scale. Persoon, in volume 1 of his Synopsis Plantarum
(April-December, 1805) (volume 2 was published in 1806—1807), introduced sub-
genus as a ‘“peculiar” infrageneric category, and in the two volumes of his work
established about a hundred subgenera in approximately forty genera. In the same
year, A. P. de Candolle in Lamarck’s Flore Frangaise, ed. 3 (Sept. 17, 1805), intro-
duced for the first time on a large scale sections as formal subdivisions of genera,
establishing about thirty-four sections in some eighteen genera.

Prior to 1805, only a very few authors recognized either of these ranks taxonomi-
cally. The earliest seems to have been Muenchhausen, a contemporary of Linnaeus,
who used the term “Untergeschlecht” (— Untergattung, subgenus) in nine or ten
genera in his Ausfiihrliches Verzeichniss aller Biume und Stauden, welche in Deutsch-
land in freyer Luft vorkommen, oder als solche angesehen konnen (Hausvater 5: 79—
368. 1770). These were adopted by DuRoi in his Die Harbkesche wilde Baumzucht
(vols. 1 & 2. 1771 & 1772, respectively) as “Untergattung” or “Unterabtheilung.”
Neither author used the Latin term subspecies. As for sections, Froelich in his De
Gentiana libellus sisiens (1796) appears to have been the first to establish these
formally. Five years later Persoon (Synopsis Methodica Fungorum 1. 1801) distin-
guished many strictly formal sections in some genera of fungi. Possibly other workers
used one or the other of these categories in the vascular plants, but the year 1805
marks the beginning for all practical purposes of the use of subgenus and sectio in the
vascular plants, and it is this date which is proposed as a starting point for the
nomenclature of taxa of Spermatophyta and Pteridophyta between the ranks of

* Dr. Brizicky died in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on June 15, 1968. This proposal was
originally part of a much longer paper treating the whole problem of subgeneric and sectional
names in the Spermatophyta which will appear in a later issue of this journal. The proposal
and a brief account of the problem have been abstracted from his paper in order to meet the
deadline for proposals for the next botanical congress. — C. E. Wood, Jr., Arnold Arboretum of
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
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genus and species. The existence of a few subgeneric and sectional names before 1805
hardly presents a satisfactory reason for the tedious scanning of the botanical litera-
ture all the way back to 1753.

204. Accordingly it is proposed that in Article 13 which deals with the starting points
for valid publication of the names of plants of different groups, paragraph “a” be
modified to read:

“a. Spermatophyta and Pteridophyta, 1 May 1753 (Linnaeus, Species Plantarum,
ed. 1) for taxa of all categories, except the subdivisions of genera (subgenera, sections,
subsections, series, etc.; i.e., between genus and species) the nomenclatural starting
point of which is 1 January 1805 (Persoon, Synopsis Plantarum, vol. 1, and Lamarck
and de Candolle, Flore Frangaise, ed. 3).”
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