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ISOPLETHS AND ISOTYPES 

A. W. Exell * 

Summary 

The term isopleths is proposed as a general term for specimens bearing the same collector's 
or collection number. Examples are given of isopleths of holotypes which are not isotypes, i.e. 
which were not seen by the original author of the name in question. 

It gave me pleasure to see C. P. Sreemadhavan's Proposal 145 (Taxon 17(5): 586. 
1968) that "an isotype is any duplicate of the holotype definitely studied by the 
author up to the time the name of the taxon was published; it is always a specimen" 
and his similar Proposals 148 and 149 (tom. cit.: 587) for isosyntypes and isopara- 
types respectively. I have long considered that any so-called isotype not seen by the 
author up to the time of publication has no status whatever and the purpose of this 
note is to give concrete support to Sreemadhavan's proposals by a few examples. 

Firstly, for convenience and to save space, I propose to use the word isopleths as 
a general term for specimens bearing the same number (usually the collector's number 
but sometimes a number assigned later). The term duplicate is unsatisfactory in this 

general sense as it clearly implies identity and the question of identity is often the 
crux of the whole matter. Unnumbered specimens can sometimes be regarded as 

equivalent to isopleths if the data (date, locality, etc.) clearly provide sufficient 
evidence. 

Isopleths fall into three main categories: 
1) Isotypes (or isoholotypes), isosyntypes and isoparatypes seen by the author 

in accordance with Sreemadhavan's definitions and isopleths of similarly authen- 
ticated specimens (which could be called isocites) when a new taxon is not in question. 
It should be noted that even these authenticated isopleths are not necessa,rily identical 
with the corresponding holotypes, syntypes etc. That depends on the competence of 
the author: many gatherings have been mixtures. 

2) Isopleths which were not seen by the author but which were at least intended 
as duplicates. Their identity with the corresponding types (or cited specimens) 
remains a matter of opinion (usually the opinion of someone other than the original 
author) and they have no juridical status. 

3) Isopleths not intended as duplicates. These are usually some quite different 

species, when confusion rarely arises, but they can be closely related species (or 
accidentally the same species) and easily give rise to error (see Moller and Quintas 
below). 

I give below two examples of the kind of confusion which can arise from the distri- 
bution of "duplicates". 

Welwitsch. Welwitsch's very important Angolan collections were brought by him 
to London for study. The specimens were completely rearranged and renumbered 

(presumably by Welwitsch himself) usually bringing together under consecutive or 

near-by numbers specimens considered by him to belong to the same species, irre- 

spective of dates of collection. But much worse, specimens collected at different dates 
and even from different localities were sometimes lumped together under one number 
if Welwitsch (often rightly but sometimes wrongly) considered them to belong to 

* Church Gates, Blockley, Gloucestershire, England. 
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the same species. An example is: Unona parvifolia Oliv., Serra de Alta Queta... fl. 
Dec. 1855, fr. July and August 1855 and 1856; also... Sobato de Bumba... fr. Jan. 
1856. No. 760. This "specimen" is the type! It is not necessary to give the history 
which it is necessary to understand in order to locate the actual Welwitsch types for 
the purpose of making lectotypes (depending both on date and author) but for the 
purpose of this note it is sufficient to say that after the individual gatherings had 
been amalgamated (as explained above) "duplicates" were distributed to a large 
number of herbaria usually with very meagre data on the tickets so that the various 
isopleths often represented different gatherings and sometimes different species. 
When a new taxon was described from a Welwitsch specimen, say at Geneva, after 
the distribution, the isopleths, say at Kew and Paris, have no type status whatever. 
The latter belong to my Category 2 "isopleths intended as duplicates but not seen 
by the author". 

Moller and Quintas. I have dealt at length (Cat. Vase. P1. S. Tom6 and Principe: 
383 (1944)) with the extraordinary confusion in the numbering and distribution of 
the specimens collected by these two collectors in S. Tome and Principe. Very much 
in brief, duplicates were sent to various herbaria under numbers quite different from 
the original numbers and differently numbered to each herbarium. Argemone mexi- 
cana (Moller 641 (COI)) was sent to Kew as Moller 5 while Pseudospondias micro- 
carpa (Moller 1399 (COI)) was sent to Berlin as Moller 5. These isopleths (Moller 
5) were of course not intended as duplicates of each other and in this particular case 
no confusion could arise. In some instances, however, the original tickets were de- 
stroyed, all the material thought to belong to one species was lumped together (as in 
the Welwitsch case described above) and "duplicates" sent to various herbaria under 
a new set of numbers with Fl. Afr. Exsicc. tickets and mixtures of closely related or 
superficially similar species occurred. Thus Moller in Fl. Afr. Exsicc. 132 is entirely 
Isachne aethiopica at K while the isopleths are a mixture of this species and Isachne 
buettneri at BM and COI. Mixtures are not always the fault of the collector! 

These examples (and many more could be given) should be sufficient to show how 
important it is to support Sreemadhavan's proposals that the terms isotype, isosyntype 
and isoparatype should be restricted in use to specimens seen by the author. 

Sreemadhavan's further proposal (op. cit.) that duplicates of types not seen by 
the author should be called pseudotypes is in my opinion somewhat more dubious. 
The term may be useful but, as I have tried to show, it is often difficult to decide 
whether or not the isopleth of a type is a true duplicate. 
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