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RE-EVALUATION AND LECTOTYPIFICATION
OF .SCIRPUS RETROFRACTUS L.

Rrcneno Cenrrnt AND CHARLES E. JARVrs

ABSTRACT

The nomenclatural history of Cyperus retrofractus (L.) Torr. is discussed. An
authentic Linnaean specimen is reinterpreted as the lectotype for the basionym Scir-
pus retrofractus L. and arguments are made for the reapplication of this name to a
species which, since 1906, has been called Cyperus dipsaciformis Fernald.

Key Words: Cyperaceae, Cyperus relrofractus, C. dipsaciformis, C. hystricinus,
C. plukenetii, nomenclature, typification

The Cyperus retrofroctus complex consists of three North Ameri-
can species for which there are four names available. These species
are widely distributed in xeric habitats throughout much of south-
eastern United States. Kiikenthal (1936) in his comprehensive
treatment of Cyperus placed this complex in section Umbellati
which is composed of perennials with umbellate inflorescences of
simple spikes and few-flowered subterete spikelets. Members of the
Cyperus retrofractus complex are distinguished from olher Umbel-
lati by their uniformly retroflexed spikelets and relatively larger
akenes and spikelet scales. This group has had a turbulent nomen-
clatural history (summarized in Table l) that began with Linnaeus'
description of Scirpus retrofractus in Species Plantarum (1753) p.
50:

t <tt ofri l l Ixr. r 7. SCIRP U S culrno triquctro,umbclla fi mplici: lpicrrurn
flolculis rctroria&is.

Cypcri gcnus indianum, pauicula fpeciofa, ft iculis pro-
pendint ibus ar ; is .  P l ' " i .  phyt .  i r t . f . '4 . '

H)bitat in Yirginia. L 
t /

In 1805 (p. 375) Martin Vahl treated Scirpus retrofractus under
Mariscus with Scirpus retrofractus L. as a synonym. This treatment
was followed by Ell iott in l82l and again by Torrey in 1836. How-
ever, Torrey (in Gray , I 848) later transferred the species to Cyperus,
thus making the currently accepted combination Cyperus retrofrac-
tus (L.) Torr. There were apparently few problems in applying this
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name until 1906, when Fernald segregated and described two addi-
tional species, thus making it necessary to determine exactly what
Linnaeus meant by Scirpus retrofractus. 

' l  
he c'riginal diagnosis is

br ief  and on i ts  own is  of  l i t t le  help.  As was usual  for  h is  t ime,
Linnaeus cited no specimens but did cite an i l lustration by Leonard
Plukenet (tab. 415, f\g. 4: 1742) in the synonymy of the species.
Fernald (1906) used th is  i l lust rat ion as h is  basis  lor  appl icat ion of
the name C. retrofractus (L.) Torr. This interpretation was followed
by Small (1933), by Kiikenthal in 1936 (although he treated the
species as varieties), and by Horvat (1941). In the meantime, how-
ever, Fernald learned that the Linnaean Herbarium (LINN) pos-
sessed a specimen labeled by Linnaeus " l 7 retrofractus" (no. 7 1.36;
see Savage,  1945).  From a photograph of  the specimen,  Fernald
could tell i t was not the same plant depicted by Plukenet but was
instead, he thought, the related glabrous species he had described in
1906 as C. hystricinus. This left Plukenet's plant, which had been
called C. retrofractus, without a name; so Fernald in 1945 rear-
ranged his 1906 nomenclature and reduced C. h.; '51vigir?ur to a syn-
onym of the newly interpreted C. retroJ'ruclas (L.) Torr. and
described the plant i l lustrated by Plukenet as C. plukeneli l. ln doing
so, Fernald named and described all three species in the cornplex.

Recent ly ,  the L innaean specimen has been re-examined by us and
determined to be nei ther  the g labrous species that  Fernald (1945)
thought it was (previously described as Cyperu,r h1'sticinus in 1906)
nor  the p lant  in  Plukenet 's  i l lust rat ion c i ted by l . innaeus (1753).
Instead, it is what since 1906 has been called C. dipsutdorrnis ber-
nald,  and a member of  the only specics in  the group to which the
name "retrofractus" has not been applied. In l ight of this unsettl ing
information, arguments can be made for taking either of two
courses.

First, one could argue that it would be prelerable to adopt the
pre-1945 view of Fernald and others, and accept as thc type Plu-
kenet 's  i l lust rat ion.  This solut ion has two advantages:  ( l )  s incc th is
approach has already been taken and the species have already been
treated as var iet ies in  th is  manner by Kdkenthal  (1936),  i t  would
prove nomenclaturally more conservative if they are treated as vari-
et ies again;  (2)  th€ p lant  in  Plukenet 's  f igurc has been unequivocal ly
attributed by Fernald (1906) to the nrost morphologically distinc-
tive, central, and most abundant and widespread o{ the three spe-
cies. By taking this course, the taxonomy would be in greater
concordance with the nomenclature and hence more logical.
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The other solution is to accept a Linnaean specimen as the lecto-
type of Scirpus retrofractus L. Clarke (1895) argued convincingly
for the use of marked specimens of Cyperaceae at LINN instead of
the sometimes vaguely rendered and often confusing i l lustrations
cited by Linnaeus. However, each case must be judged on its merits
and the sources of information used in the protologue carefully
weighed.  Fur ther ,  Reconrmendat ion T4b of  the ICBN (Voss,  1983)
requires that when there is a choice, a specimen should be selected as
lectotype over  an i l lust rat ion.  F inal ly ,  Ar t ic le  8.1 states that  the
author who first designates a lectotype must be followed. Fernald
did not designate a type in 1906; he wrongly assumed the plate to be
the basis  of  the name. H owever,  in  1945 Fernald was aware of  both
elements and clearly rel 'erred to the specimen at LINN as "the type."

ln  addi t ion to the previously  c i ted authent ic  specimen at  LINN,
there is at the Linnaean Herbarium in Stockholm (S) a specimen
( lDC Microf iche no.  21.  l )  bear ing the number "  l7"  and the annota-
tion "retrofractus." t lowever, these annotations are not in Linnaeus'
hand and we therefore do not  regard the specimen as a syntype.
Moreover, a photograph of this specimen has been examined by us
and determined def in i te ly  not  to  be in  th is  complex.

Certain other information in Linnaeus'hand found on the reverse
side of specimen 7 I .16 ( L I N N) and pertaining to its identity indicates
that  i t  was sent  to  I . , innaeus by Gronovius ("Gron.")  and is  ev ident ly
number "457" of John C'layton. It was therefore collected in Virgi-
n ia (Savage,  1945;  Stearn,1957;  Reveal ,  1983).  I t  is  in terest ing to
note that  l , innaeus d id not  c i te  th is  specimen indi rect ly  in  the proto-
logue as he did in other instances of Clayton material acquired by
Gronovius, presumably because it seems not to have been cited in
(ironovius' F'lora l/irginica (17 39).

Plukenet's i l lustration is rather questionably matched by a speci-
men in h is  herbar iurn.  now found in the Sloane Herbar ium at  BM
( HS 92:  79) .  H owever.  i f  that  specimen was the basis  of  the i l lust ra-
tion, significant rnodificaticlns were made in the form and arrange-
ment of the heads. I-innaeus would not in any case have seen this
specimen and he referrecl Plukenet's polynomial to Scirpus relro-

fractus on the basis of thc information available in the i l lustration.
In l ight  of  the in forrnat ion presented here,  we bel ieve i t  best  to

fo l low Fernald (  1945) in  accept ing the specimen no.  7 |  .36 (LINN) as
the lectotype of Scirprrs retofrattus L. and to make the necessary
nomenclatura l  adjustments (Table l ) ;  that  is ,  we apply the name
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Scirpus retrofractus L. to what has been passing since 1906 as C.
dipsaciformis Fernald, and relegate C. dipsaciformis lo the synon-
omy of C. retrofractus (L.) Torr., and re-establish C. hysticinus
Fernald. Below are currently accepted names with their synonyms:

l. Cyperus retrofractus (L.) Torr. in Gray, Man. Bot. North. U.S.
5 1 9 . 1 8 4 8 .

Scirpus retrofractus L., Sp. Pl. l:50. 1753. Tvpr: u.s.l. Virginia, Clayton 457.
(Lrcrorvrr :  no.  71.36 rrxru!) .

Mar iscus retrofractus(L.)  Vahl ,  Enum. Pl .2:37.  1806.
C. dipsaciformis Fern., Rhodora 8:127. 1906. Tvpn: u.s.r. District of Columbia,

Washington,  22 Jrr ly  1896, Steele s.n.  (Hor-orvrr :  cu! ;  tsorver:  us!) .
C. retrofroctus (L.) Torr. var. dipsaciformrs (Fern.) Kiikenthal in F-ngler, Pflan-

zenreich IV(20) l0 l :  509.  1936.

2. Cyperus hystricinus Fern., RhodoraS:. 127. 1906. Tvpn: u.s.r,.
New Jersey, near Haddenfield, l3 October 1867, C. F. Porker
J.n. (HoLorYPE: cH!).

C. retrofractus (L.) Torr. var. hystri(inus (Fern.) Kiikenthal in Engler, Pflanzen-
reich lV(20)l0l : 509. 1936.

3. Cyperus plukenetii Fern., Rhodora 4'7'.1 10. 1945. Tvpt: u.s.a.
Virginia, Princess Anne County, Cape Henry, 28 and 29 July
1934, M. L. Fernald and ^8. Long(HotorypE: cH!)
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