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TAXON 22(2/3): 259-266. MAY 1973 

ARTICLES 41 AND 42 OF THE I.C.B.N. AND FOSSIL SPORES 

A PROPOSAL 

Jan Jansonius* 

Summary 

A proposal is made to abolish the requirement of a separate generic diagnosis for the 
validation of names of new monotypic genera or fossil plants based on a new species and 
published on or after i January 1953- 

Proposal:* 
The second paragraph of Art. 42 (1972) to read as follows: "A descrip- 

tion or diagnosis of a new species assigned to a monotypic new genus is 
treated also as a generic description or diagnosis if the genus is not separa- 
tely defined. A description or diagnosis of a monotypic new genus based on 
a new species is treated also as a specific description or diagnosis if the ge- 
neric name and specific epithet are published together and the species is 
not separately defined." 

Discussion 

In the I956 (Paris) edition of the International Code of Botanical No- 
menclature (I.C.B.N.) - in which Appendix II (Special Provisions con- 
cerning Fossil Plants) was unchanged from the 1952 edition - Article 41 was 
worded thus (examples deleted): 

Article 41 
The publication of the name of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is 

validated either by (i) the provision of a combined generic and specific description 
(descriptio generico-specifica), or (2), for generic names published before i Jan. 90o8, by 
the provision of an illustration with analysis showing essential characters. 

Note i. A description of a new species assigned to a monotypic new genus is treated 
also as a generic description if the genus is not described. 

Similarly, a description of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is treated 
also as a specific description if the generic name and specific epithet are published 
together and the species is not described. 

Note 2. Single figures of microscopic plants showing the details necessary for identifi- 
cation are considered as illustrations with analysis showing essential characters. 

Recommendation 41A 
A combined generic and specific description should mention the points in which the 

new genus differs from its allies. 

In Appendix II, monotypic new genera are the subject of Art. PB6: 

* Imperial Oil Ltd., Calgary, Canada. 
** Proposal no. 19 to the XIIth International Botanical Congress, Leningrad 1975. 
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Article PB. 6 
The name of a monotypic genus of fossil plants published after I Jan. 1953 must be 

accompanied by a description of the genus indicating its difference from other genera. 

Art. 41 is concerned with monotypic new genera based on new species 
(thus clearly disallowing the erection of a monotypic new genus based on a 
previously proposed species, using a combined description), whereas Art. 
PB6 deals more broadly with the publication of monotypic genera of fossil 
plants. Art. PB6 thereby includes those genera based on previously pub- 
lished species, for which after 1952 a generic description is required which 
indicates the differences from other genera. 

In the Preface to the i961 (Montreal) edition of the I.C.B.N., the editors 
state on p. 13 that: 

The former Appendix II (Special provisions concerning fossil plants) is no more 
found in this Code. By the unanimous wish of the palaeobotanists present at Montreal, 
it was decided to incorporate these ,,special provisions" where necessary in the main 
body of the Code. This is certainly a great step forward since it is clear that in general 
the naming of fossil plants should follow the same lines as that of recent ones. 

This statement records a sound attitude towards the integration of the 
systematic requirements of paleobotany into the general Code. In the 1961 
edition, Art. 42 is worded as follows (examples deleted): 

Article 42 
The publication of the name of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is 

validated either by (i) the provision of a combined generic and specific description 
(descriptio generico-specifica), or (2), for generic names published before I Jan. 19o8, by 
the provision of an illustration with analysis showing essential characters (see Art. 32, 
Note 2). However, the name of a monotypic genus of fossil plants published on or after 
I Jan. 1953 must be accompanied by a description of the genus indicating its difference 
from other genera. 

Note i. A description of a new species assigned to a monotypic new genus is treated 
also as a generic description if the genus is not separately described. 

Similarly, a description of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is treated 
also as a specific description if the generic name and specific epithet are published 
together and the species is not separately described. 

Note 2. Single figures of microscopic plants showing the details necessary for identifica- 
tion are considered as illustrations with analysis showing essential characters. 

Although Recommendation 4IA (1956) has been omitted, the spirit of it, 
expressed more stringently as a requirement of Art. PB6 (1956), has now 
been introduced into Art. 42. In the last sentence of the first paragraph 
thereof, in deference to the wishes of the Committee for Palaeobotanical 
Nomenclature, it is required that the name of a monotypic genus of fossil 
plants published after 1952 be accompanied by a description of the genus 
indicating its difference from other genera. From this redaction of Art. 42, 
it seems clear that after 1952 a new monotypic genus for fossil plants is 
valid only if the generic diagnosis or description indicates its difference 
from other genera. If, however, the new monotypic genus is based on a new 
species of fossil plants, in accordance with Note I it is valid if circumscribed 
by a combined generic and specific description, again provided the descrip- 
tion indicates how it differs from other genera if published after 1952. 

In fossil spore systematics, probably the most active branch of systematic 
paleobotany, this requirement has proved impracticable. When a new spore 
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species is found that does not fit within any existing genus, it must be assign- 
ed to a new genus. However, if only one species is available, no more 
meaningful circumscription can be given for this new genus than a descrip- 
tion of the characters of the specimens on which the obligatory type species 
is based. It is these very characters which, while precluding the assignment 
of the species to any existing genus, simultaneously and automatically indi- 
cate the differences between it and other genera. 

Some authors, among whom R. Potoni6 (Synopsis der Gattungen der 
Sporae dispersae), have felt obliged to interpret Art. 42 (1961) as requiring 
a "differential diagnosis", i.e. a discussion in which differences from other 
named genera of similar appearance are stated explicitly. However, paly- 
nologists and paleobotanists in general have realized that this special re- 
quirement for fossil plants is impractical and has led to a situation where 
authors all too frequently have inserted meaningless "differential diagno- 
ses".'These additional words have contributed nothing to the circumscription 
of the genus, but were written solely to fulfill the "letter of the law". Thus, 
although no formal proposal was discussed in the meetings of the Nomen- 
clature Section of the Tenth International Botanical Congress (Edinburgh, 
1964), the Palaeobotanical Committee intra mura advised the Editorial 
Committee of the desirability of dropping the special requirement of a 
"differential diagnosis" for monotypic fossil plant genera, much as had 
already been done for general botany in the 1961 edition of the Code by 
dropping Recommendation 41A. 

Unfortunately, however, the Editorial Committee did not remove the 
whole second sentence (as in the case of Recommendation 4IA) - without 
an approving vote of the Palaeobotanical Committee and the Nomencla- 
ture Session of the International Botanical Congress it would have no power 
to do so - but only the qualifying statement "indicating its difference from 
other genera". With some other editorial changes, the article under discussion 
thus reads in the 1966 edition of the Code (again deleting the examples): 
Article 42 

The publication of the name of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is validat- 
ed either by (i) the provision of a combined generic and specific description (descriptio 
generico-specifica) or diagnosis, or (2), for generic names published before I Jan. 1908, 
by the provision of an illustration with analysis showing essential characters (see Art. 32, 
Note 2). However, the name of a monotypic genus of fossil plants published on or 
after i Jan. 1953 must be accompanied by a description or diagnosis of the genus. 

Note i. A description or diagnosis of a new species assigned to a monotypic new genus 
is treated also as a generic description or diagnosis if the genus is not separately defined. 

Similarly, a description or diagnosis of a monotypic new genus based on a new species 
is treated also as a specific description or diagnosis if the generic name and specific 
epithet are published together and the species is not separately defined. 

Note 2. Single figures of microscopic plants showing the details necessary for identifica- 
tion are considered as illustrations with analysis showing essential characters. 

The deletion of the modifying statement "indicating its difference from 
other genera" robbed the second sentence of its original meaning. The intro- 
ductory remains of the sentence, linked to the preceding sentence by the 
adverb 'however', now in turn appear to become a modifier of the first 
sentence. Such at least is the interpretation of the 1966 version of Art. 42 by 
Potoni6 (Synopsis V, p. 9; Taxon) and some other authors (Srivastava, 
1972), who consider as invalid all monotypic genera proposed for fossil 
spores since I953 with a combined description, including those based on a 
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new species. Yet, in the second sentence of Art. 42, it is not required that for 
fossil plants the name of a new monotypic genus be accompanied by a 
separate description or diagnosis of the genus. Moreover, in Note I no ex- 
ception is made for fossil plants when it is stated that a description or diag- 
nosis of a new species assigned to a monotypic new genus is treated also as a 
generic description or diagnosis if the genus is not separately defined, and 
similarly that a diagnosis of a montypic new genus based on a new species 
is treated also as a specific description if the species is not separately defined 
and if the generic name and specific epithet are published together. The dif- 
ficulty of providing a satisfactory separate generic diagnosis has been men- 
tioned earlier. 

Judging from the diversity of interpretation it would appear that the am- 
biguity of the 1966 version of Art. 42 makes unnecessarily difficult the 
publication of monotypic new genera of fossil spores and fossil plants in 
general. Potoni6's interpretation results in considering invalid many useful 
generic names published since 1953, and differs substantially from the 
consensus of interpretation of earlier redactions of this Article. Since no 
formal proposal concerning this Article was made or discussed by the 
Palaeobotanical Committee (vide: Synopsis of Proposals; Results of Propos- 
als), the paleobotanical and palynological community can hardly be ex- 
pected to believe that such radical change was introduced into the intent of 
Art. 42 (1966). Moreover, in his Preface to the 1966 edition of the I.C.B.N. 
the chairman of the Editorial Committee, J. Lanjouw, asserts that (p. 12): 

"It may be stated again that the main body of the Code was not amended to any 
considerable degree." 

It is my opinion, therefore, that the I966 version of Art. 42 does not 
invalidate new monotypic genera based on a new fossil plant species if the 
device of the descriptio generico-specifica is used, regardless of whether 
this combined description is entitled "generic diagnosis" or "description of 
the species". 

Further complication of the interpretation of Art. 42 is caused by changes 
in the 1972 edition of the Code (examples again deleted): 
Article 42 

The publication of the name of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is 
validated either by (i) the provision of a combined generic and specific description 
(descriptio generico-specifica) or diagnosis, or (2), for generic names published before I 
Jan. 90o8, by the provision of an illustration with analysis showing essential characters 
(see Art. 32, Note 3). 

A description or diagnosis of a new species assigned to a monotypic new genus is 
treated also as a generic description or diagnosis if the genus is not separately defined. 
However, the name of a monotypic genus of fossil plants published on or after i Jan. 
1953 must be accompanied by a description or diagnosis of the genus. 

A description or diagnosis of a monotypic new genus based on a new species is treated 
also as a specific description or diagnosis if the generic name and specific epithet are 

published together and the species is not separately defined. 
Note. Single figures of microscopic plants showing the details necessary for identifica- 

tion are considered as illustrations with analysis showing essential characters. 

Although no formal proposals to change Art. 42 were adopted by the 
Seattle Congress, the obvious interpretational ambiguity of its phrasing in 
the 1966 edition urged the Editorial Committee to provide a less ambiguous 
redaction. By changing the position of the sentence "However, the name 
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of a monotypic genus of fossil plants ..." from the first paragraph, where 
it retained some measure of independent identity, to the Note I (1966) 
where it now restricts the requirements of the preceding sentence, the edi- 
tors have constructed a clearer statement which, however, in my opinion, is 
not correct in conveying its original purport. For the latter, it is necessary 
to trace back the history of the sentence to the old Art. PB 6. Inasmuch as 
the (requirements of the) Code may be changed only with the authority of 
the plenary session of the Botanical Congress, it is doubtful that the signif- 
icant change in meaning introduced into Art. 42 by its altered redaction in 
the 1972 edition has any legitimate standing. The same reservation can be 
made about Art. 42 (1966), when the editors deleted the words "indicating 
its difference from other genera" from the sentence under discussion; that 
deletion changed the meaning of the remainder of the sentence, which ever 
since has been a poorly understood and senseless appendix of Art. 42. My 
proposal to delete this surviving sentence representing the amputated re- 
mains of the old Art. PB 6 would not affect the status of the many generic 
names of fossil spores - mostly introduced into the literature between 1930 
and 1940, when the systematic nomenclature of fossil spores was in a state 
of flux - that now generally are not considered as valid. Indeed, its deletion 
would clarify a Rule that even in the 1972 edition is ambiguous and un- 
reasonable. In the present reading it still is not clear whether the sentence 
in question pertains only to monotypic genera of fossil plants based on pre- 
viously published species, or also to those based on new species. Furthermore, 
it apparently allows a monotypic new genus of fossil plants based on a new 
species to be valid with a combined description if that is called a "generic 
diagnosis or description"; however, the same taxon would not be valid if 
that combined description is called a "combined description" or a "specific 
diagnosis or description". The obvious absurdity of this situation, where 
validity of a taxon can hinge on the label of its circumscription, is the direct 
result of the earlier (and possible illegitimate) amputation of the sentence 
containing the requirements of the now defunct Art. PB 6. 

It can also, however, be argued that the second sentence of Art. 42 (1966) 
allows the validity of generic names of monotypic genera of fossil plants 
published before 1953, even if no generic diagnosis was provided and even 
when the genus was based on a previously published species. An indication 
that this reasoning was considered by members of the Palaeobotanical Com- 
mittee became evident in a recent contribution by Potoni6 (1971) on the 
interpretation of Arts. 4 1 and 42 (1966) in the light of their relation to Arts. 
PB3 and PB6 (1952). His arguments can be summarized as follows: I) the 
articles PB of Appendix II in the 1952 and 1956 editions are still in effect 
today; 2) the deletion of the requirements of Art. PB 3 (I952) 

from Art. 41 
(1961) was accidental; therefore these requirements are still in effect, much 
as the special requirements for fossil plants in Art. 42 start taking effect per 
1953; 3) by this reasoning genera of fossil plants published before 1953 are 
valid already if they contain one or more well described species, whether 
these species are new or already known. 4) A descriptio generico-specifica 
is no longer valid for fossil plants after I952. 5) Monotypic genera without 
indication of difference are invalid if published between i Jan. 1953 and 
December 1966 (publication date of 1966 edition of I.C.B.N.). Potoni6 for- 
mally proposses to amend Art. 41 by adding the sentence: "This article 
applies to fossil plants only for names published after I Jan. 1953." 

My opinion regarding the correct interpretation of Art. 42 (1966) has 
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been discussed above. For a proper evaluation of the meaning of Art. 41, 
it seems appropriate to quote the respective articles from the I.C.B.N. 

Article PB. 3 (1952; 1956) 
From i Jan. 1953 the name of a genus or of a taxon of higher rank is not validly 

published unless it is accompanied by a description of the taxon or by reference to a 

previously and effectively published description of it (see Art. 39)- 

Article 39 (1956) 
In order to be validly published, a name of a genus of recent plants must be ac- 

companied (i) by a description of the genus, or (2) by a citation of a previously and 

effectively published description of the genus, or (3) by a reference to a previously and 

effectively published description of the genus as a subgenus, section, or other subdivision 
of a genus. 

An exception is made for the generic names first published by Linnaeus in Species 
Plantarum ed. I (i753) and ed. 2 (1762-63), which are treated as having been validly 
published on those dates (see Art. 13). 

Note. In certain circumstances, an illustration with analysis is accepted as equivalent 
to a generic description (see Art. 41). 

(Examples deleted). 

In the 1961 edition Art. PB3 is deleted, and Art. 41 (- Art. 39 in 1956 
edition) has been generalized to apply to both recent and fossil plants by 
deletion of the words "of recent plants"; with some other editorial changes, 
it now reads (examples again deleted): 

Article 41 
In order to be validly published, a name of a genus must be accompanied (i) by a 

description or diagnosis of the genus, or (2) by a reference (direct or indirect) to a 

previously and effectively published description or diagnosis of the genus in that rank or 
as a subdivision of a genus. 

An exception is made for the generic names first published by Linnaeus in Species 
Plantarum ed. I (i753) and ed. 2 (1762-63), which are treated as having been validly 
published on those dates (see Art. 13, Note i). 

Note. In certain circumstances, an illustration with analysis is accepted as equivalent 
to a generic description (see Art. 42). 

In the 1966 and 1972 editions Art. 41 is unchanged. 
In answer to Potoni6's (i961) arguments it must first be pointed out that 

his interpretation of Arts. 41 and 42 is his own, and not necessarily repre- 
sentative of the opinion of the Palaeobotanical Committee, of which Prof. 
Potoni6 is a member. His argument runs counter to several basic tenets of the 
I.C.B.N. From the latest (1966, 1972) editions of the Code, I quote the 
following: "The object of the Rules is to put the nomenclature of the past 
into order and to provide for that of the future; names contrary to a rule 
cannot be maintained." "The Rules and Recommendations apply through- 
out the plant kingdom, Recent and fossil". This edition of the Code super- 
sedes all previous editions" (Preamble, p. 15). Principle IV:: "Each taxon- 
omic group with a particular circumscription, position, and rank can bear 
only one correct name, the earliest that is in accordance with the Rules, 
except in specified cases." Principle VI: "The Rules of nomenclature are 
retroactive, unless expressly limited" (p. 16). Thus in rebutting Potoni6's 
interpretation, it must be noted that Arts. PB3 and PB6 have ceased to be 
effective with the publication of the 196I edition of the Code. Article 41 
(1961) pertains to Recent as well as fossil genera and must be applied re- 
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troactively. Potoni6's contention that the omission of the requirements of 
Art. PB3 from Art. 41 (i96i) was accidental is incorrect, as the Palaeo- 
botanical Committee accepted a proposal to delete Art. PB 3 (Regnum Veg., 
v. 20, p. 93), as well as to delete the words "of recent plants" from Art. 39 
(ibid., p. 77). In fact, this omission of PB3 appears to support my interpre- 
tation that the maintaining of the requirements of Art. PB6 in Art. 42 (1961) 
was predicated on the qualifying statement "indicating its difference from 
other genera", and that a proposal should have been made to delete in the 
1966 edition the whole second sentence, much as the relaxation of the Rules 
for fossil plants already had been abandoned in the more general Art. 41 
(1961) into which the provisions of Art. PB3 had not been incorporated. 

In historical perspective it is worth noting that especially in the period 
1930-1940, palynological nomenclature was in a state of flux. Many authors 
proposed various systems of nomenclature in which the form of the gener- 
ic name, through use of standardized suffixes, would indicate how closely 
the genus in question might be related to the natural genus from which the 
name for the fossil taxon had been derived. Thus many generic names were 
introduced that were subjective synonyms of similar sounding names, all 
lacking a diagnosis. Also, in these early years of fossil spore systematics, 
specific descriptions often were rudimentary and illustrations lacked the 
detail now considered of crucial importance for the differentiation of 
meaningful taxa. However, several individual contributions from this peri- 
od are beyond reproof, and comply with the strictest interpretation of the 
Rules of any edition. Potoni6, in his Synopsis der Gattungen der Sporae 
dispersae, has given substance and circumscription for many generic names 
from the early period, that previously did not have a clear content. If, 
through careful application of the present Rules, it appears that he is effec- 
tive author of generic names ineffectually introduced into the literature by 
earlier workers, it would seem a just recognition of his great contribution to 
fossil spore nomenclature. His proposal to introduce into Art. 41 the re- 
quirements of Art. PB3, previously abandoned in 1961, is contrary to the in- 
terest of stability in the nomenclature of fossil spores, and here is formally 
opposed. However, in order to eliminate the contradiction between Art. 41 
and Art. 42, of which only the latter has an express limitation of retroactive 
application to fossil plants, as well as the ambiguity of the present wording 
of Art. 42, it is here proposed to delete the second sentence of the second par- 
agraph of Art. 42 ("However, the name of a monotypic new genus of fossil 
plants published on or after January i, 1953 must be accompanied by a 
description or diagnosis of the genus"). 

I thank Dr. F. L. Staplin and Dr. W. A. M. Jenkins for critically reading 
the manuscript. 
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