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TAXON 39(2): 241. MAY 1990 

COMMENTARY UPON KILLING THE HOLY COW 

Rupert C. Barnebyl 

The prospect of eliminating the Latin diagnosis (or description) as a condition of valid publication 
of names will appeal to many practicing taxonomists, but it is to be hoped that they can present 
stronger reasons for taking the cow to the butcher than those proposed by Dr. Kostermans. I have yet 
to encounter a colleague who believed that the substance of his research was enhanced by the cloak 
of an arcane idiom or that substantial gains in fieldwork are to be expected from time saved in not 
verifying the gender of Latin nouns. The strong reasons, I believe, for adherence to Latin in this 
context are two: a) a language peculiar to no living people but in any case required by all taxonomists 
who must read the basic literature of their discipline (e.g., Linnaeus, Bentham and Hooker's Genera, 
the great Prodromus, Martius's Flora Brasiliensis) has the virtue of elementary justice in a polyglot 
world; b) insistence on a harmless, even of (alas) a meaningless diagnosis forestalls valid publication 
of names proposed in plant catalogs, specialized amateur journals, and the like, which would otherwise 
need to be considered on an equal basis. 

The best reason that occurs to me for elimination of Latin is this: in practice the Latin diagnosis 
as published today is often so barbaric in form as to be devoid of meaning, being syntactically and 
grammatically inscrutable, and only to be deciphered by back-translation into the speech of its com- 
poser, its function having dwindled to that of a spell or incantation, as likely to conceal as to impart 
information. These exercises in dog-Latin, however, could be suppressed by alert editors and reviewers, 
for, while bad company certainly tends to drive out good, it does not necessarily do so. 

As a corollary to elimination of Latin and as an alternative language, Dr. Kostermans makes a 
strong appeal for the adoption of English in its place. It is plain that knowledge of English has long 
been required for understanding much of botanical literature, but Chinese, French, German, Russian, 
and Spanish are comparably essential. If it were agreed to forego the Latin diagnosis, I should prefer 
to allow as alternatives at very least all those major moder languages in which our Code of Nomen- 
clature is couched. Yet I doubt whether the compilers of Index Kewensis would endorse a decision 
which would so vastly enlarge the field of publications in which new names, either purposefully or 
accidentally, might appear. 

I have sympathy for today's student of Botany, whose time is more than fully consumed in study 
of the proliferating subdisciplines and technologies required for mastery of the science. The acquisition 
of Latin, even of the simplified and impoverished vocabulary of Botanical Latin, should perhaps not 
be expected of all. Is it possible that IAPT could provide a translation service which, perhaps for a 
small fee, would undertake translation of moder-language text of diagnoses, or descriptions, or both, 
into Stearnsprache, the incomparably precise, economical, and resonant language of the Candolles? 
By this means a literate, meaningful Latin diagnosis could be preserved. Something on these lines 
should be possible. After all, the competent veterinarian at least attempts a remedy before condemning 
the cow to euthanasia. 
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