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Abstract. We remind taxonomists of their rersponsibilities towards the wider zoological community and urge them to
respect the Preamble of the International Code of Zoological Nomenclature, which explicitly ranks stability as more im-
portant than priority and relegates the latter to a subservient means to support the former. To make our case, we examine
examples of previously stable genus and species nomina in herpetology: some were placed into the synonymy of older,
largely unused taxon names under the strict application of the Principle of Priority, disrupting nomenclatural stability,
while others escaped this fate because active measures were taken to preserve prevailing usage concept. We highlight the
benefits for taxonomists, users of taxonomy and the zoological sciences more generally of seeking to minimize disruption

of long-standing, widely used scientific names.
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Introduction

Recently, a huge multiauthor team of biologists, consisting
of no less than 1563 (!) authors, was sufficiently concerned
about the stability of biological nomenclature to publish an
impressive collective international appeal (JIMENEZ-ME-
jias et al. 2024). These scientists were troubled by attempts
to politicize biological nomenclature on moral and ethical
grounds and provided valuable arguments for maintain-
ing nomenclatural stability. The main threats seen by them
affected the universality, stability, neutrality and transcul-
turality of biological nomenclature. One of the structures
intended to safeguard the stability of scientific nomencla-
ture is the International Code of Zoological Nomenclature
(ICZN 1999) whose main purpose is clearly stated in the
second paragraph of its Preamble: “The objects of the Code
are to promote stability and universality in the scientific
names of animals and to ensure that the name of each tax-
on is unique and distinct. All its provisions and recommen-
dations are subservient to those ends and none restricts the
freedom of taxonomic thoughts or actions” (ICZN 1999).
Concepts related to social justice and decolonization
were clearly not a consideration at that time, and in her-
petology, there is only one recent well-known and wide-
ly discussed instance of conflict between social consider-
ation and the Code: Rivas et al. (2024) described a new

anaconda species and deliberately ignored available names
(and thus the entire Code) to select an indigenous com-
mon name as its scientific name using the argument that
its use by the local population living in the new species’
range predated any name given by “western science” (i.e.,
any Linnean or other colonial name) by a long time. They
proposed that the kind of action they took was long over-
due. This paper was heavily criticized for its scientific er-
rors and needless politicization (e.g. WUSTER et al. 2024).

Stability is clearly the most relevant issue for everyday
taxonomic practice, which is why it is listed so prominent-
ly at the beginning of the Code. However, the primacy of
stability is sometimes challenged by the Principle of Prior-
ity (Article 23), one of the means of the Code to promote
and to keep stability (MICHENER 1963, MAYR 1969, 1975).
Despite explicitly characterized as subservient to the pri-
ority of stability, the Principle of Priority poses a problem
clearly characterized by SAVAGE & GUYER (1991), who ar-
gued, based on their experience with anoline lizards, that
an easier procedure to keep well-established taxon names
in use should be found, despite the existence of older un-
used nomina. This was recognised in the fourth edition of
the Code (ICZN 1999), in which, in some circumstances,
Article 13.9. empowers taxonomists to identify and reject
unused senior synonyms that threaten established nomina
without recurse to the Commission.
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A particular example of conflict between priority and
stability has arisen from the phenomenon of “taxonomic
vandalism”, the unscientific naming of new taxa for rea-
sons of vanity (JAcH 2007). Here, unscrupulous authors
may speculatively name numerous potentially valid taxa
without a robust basis in evidence (JACH 2007) or by pla-
giarizing existing data without personal scientific contri-
bution (DENZER & KAISER 2023). If other authors, through
rigorous taxonomic work, later find that some of these
taxa indeed require a name, the Principle of Priority then
forces them to use the vanity name and thereby confers a
measure of scientific immortality to the vandal. In herpe-
tology, this is best exemplified by the unscientific activi-
ties of one author whose inflationary descriptions of hun-
dreds new taxa at various categorial levels of classification
lack a sound scientific basis. This problematic situation has
been discussed by KAISER et al. (2013) and by WUSTER et
al. (2021) who noted that a staggering 1795 (!) taxon names
had been created by between 2000 and 2020. New unsci-
entific taxa of agamid lizards were critically evaluated by
DENZER et al. (2016) who focused on examples of plagia-
rism.

Although the issue of taxonomic vandalism has been
controversially discussed including by Commissioners
of the International Commission on Zoological Nomen-
clature (e.g. KRELL 2021), the Commission (ICZN 2021)
avoided a decision and declined to use its Plenary Pow-
er to declare unscientific taxon names unavailable for the
purposes of zoological nomenclature. This meant that the
Commission, in effect, abdicated its responsibility and re-
turned governance to the herpetological community, risk-
ing the emergence of parallel taxonomies. Fortunately,
widespread nomenclatural confusion has been avoided in
herpetology through near-universal agreement to consid-
er questionable taxon names as outside the permanent sci-
entific record, and the use of aspidonyms (shield names:
WUSTER et al. 2021) to preserve the scientific integrity of
the literature (KAISER et al. 2013, WUSTER et al. 2021). One
is reminded of the strong statement by MICHENER (1963),
that “In other sciences the work of incompetents is merely
ignored, in taxonomy, because of priority, it is preserved”.

Apart from the specific problem of taxonomic vandal-
ism, there are many other instances where a strict applica-
tion of the Principle of Priority threatens the stability and
universality of zoological nomenclature, the very facets it is
designed to protect. These instances include the discovery
of old, largely or entirely unused, overlooked senior synon-
ymous names published in old works, whose reinstatement
could displace nomina in wide and common use. MAYR
(1969, 1975) called this “literary archeology” and while
there is a place for forensic historical herpetology (sensu
O’SHEA & KAISER 2018) it is critical to keep the nomenclat-
ural perspective in mind (WUSTER et al. in review). In the
following, we discuss selected examples of such excavated
scientific names (= potential nomina oblita; Art. 23.9.1.1.
ICZN) in herpetology which became a potential or even
real threat for nomina which were or still are in prevail-
ing usage.
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Literary archeology

The excavation of such old, forgotten (or nearly forgotten)
names concerns genus-group names as well as species-
group names. In the following passages we discuss exam-
ples where authors acted as “nomenclatural archeologists”
either strictly followed the Principle of Priority and threat-
ened or replaced younger names that had been in prevail-
ing usage; and others where authors withstood the tempta-
tion to do so, in favour of nomenclatural stability and the
protection of well introduced names. Fortunately, the lat-
ter category of authors form the majority. In addition, we
discuss cases — for species-group names only — where the
rediscovery and reassessment of type specimens led to re-
definitions of specific identities and nomenclatural confu-
sion.

Genus-group names
Old forgotten names excavated and reinstated

Mesotriton vs. Ichthyosaura

As part of the partition of the genus Triturus into four gen-
era, GARCIA-PARIS et al. (2004) removed the genus Meso-
triton BOLKAY, 1928 from synonymy. When the new combi-
nation Mesotriton alpestris (LAURENTI, 1768) for the Alpine
Newt had already been used in several important works
(e.g. RAFFAELLI 2007, HACHTEL et al. 2011) and was well
on its way towards prevailing usage, SCHMIDTLER (2009)
proposed to replace the genus name Mesotriton BoLkay,
1928 with the older, poorly defined name Ichthyosaura
SONNINI & LATREILLE, 1801. This genus name was based on
a low-quality and de facto unidentifiable drawing in Lau-
RENTI (1768) which served as “iconotype” for his Proteus
tritonius, described from a cold mountain lake or pond in
“alpe Etscher” in Lower Austria. This locality was identi-
fied as Mt. Otscher, and since a pond at that mountain re-
cently contained only Alpine Newt larvae, it was conclud-
ed that Ichthyosaura must refer to this species (GOLLMANN
& GOLLMANN 2010). A careful check of LAURENTTs (1768)
original text revealed, however, that he distinguished “in
monte Etschero” and “in alpe Etscher”: the first term in-
deed references this specific mountain, but the second in-
cludes a broader region around the peak (the Latin alpe is
the ablative of alpes which is the plural form for the Alps
[']). This means that many more ponds, potentially with
additional urodelan species and their larvae have to be tak-
en into consideration when discussing LAURENTI’S (1768)
locality. This finding invalidates the geographic argument
and renders Ichthyosaura a nomen dubium and leaving
Mesotriton as the only evidence-based genus name for the
Alpine Newt (MUTZ & BOHME 2025).

The replacement of Mesotriton by the exhumed Ichthyo-
saura was without any heuristic value, completely super-
fluous (VENCES 2015), and not helpful in respect to nomen-
clatural stability (BOHME & SCHLUPMANN 2011). By this
point, a nomenclatural reversal will also be disruptive since
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several works (e.g. GLANDT 2010, THIESMEIER & SCHULTE
2010, GOLLMANN & GOLLMANN 2010, SPEYBROECK et al.
2010) adopted SCHMIDTLER’s (2009) proposal (see BOHME
2011, MUTZ & BOHME 2025). However, to resolve the status
of Ichthyosaura and to facilitate long-term stability, albeit at
the expense of short-term instability, a larva of Salamandra
salamandra (LINNAEUS, 1758) from the area of LAURENTT’S
(1768) type locality was designated as the neotype for Pro-
teus tritonius LAURENTI, 1768, rendering Ichthyosaura a
junior synonym of Salamandra and not a senior synonym
of Mesotriton (MuTz & BOHME 2025). Therefore, Mesotri-
ton is once again the correct genus name for the Alpine
Newt.

Amietophrynus vs. Sclerophrys

When the speciose cosmopolitan genus Bufo was de-
termined to be paraphyletic and needed to be divided
into several genera, FROST et al. (2006) coined the name
Amietophrynus for the still rather species-rich African
clade. This genus name reached common usage over the
decade following its naming. Then OHLER & DuBoIls
(2016) “unearthed” (in the sense of literary archeology) the
name Sclerophrys capensis TscHUDI, 1838 which was based
on a single specimen discovered in the Paris Museum. This
specimen appeared to agree with the characters defining
Amietophrynynus rangeri HEWITT, 1935. By their interpre-
tation of Article 23.9 (Reversal of Precedence), OHLER &
Dusois (2016) did not consider A. rangeri as meeting the
criteria of a nomen protectum, which meant that both its
generic and specific epithets became junior synonyms of
S. capensis. As in the previous example, the strict applica-
tion of the Principle of Priority does not provide any heu-
ristic value, and this change destabilized the nomenclature
of a large group of anurans and continues to impede com-
munication and information retrieval. However, the new
concept has nonetheless been followed by numerous au-
thors, so that it currently prevails.

Gecus vs. Hemidactylus

The genus-group name Gecus RAFINESQUE-SCHMALTZ
(1810) has as its type species type species Gecus cyanodacty-
lus, which is, according to MERTENS & WERMUTH (1960),
a synonym of Hemidactylus t. turcicus (LINNAEUS, 1758).
This would threaten the widely and commonly used genus
name Hemidactylus OKEN, 1817. To avoid this, WERMUTH
(1965) proposed to regard Gecus as a nomen substitutum
of Gekko LAURENTI, 1768, thus maintaining nomenclatu-
ral stability. However, it is difficult to accept this proposal,
since the type locality of Gecus cyanodactylus is Sicily, It-
aly, which makes it impossible to refer this nomen to any
species of the South and Southeast Asian genus Gekko. In-
stead, Gecus should be classified as a nomen oblitum, and
Hemidactylus GOLDFUSS, 1820 as a nomen protectum (Art.
23.9.1.2. ICZN).

Hoplocephalus vs. Ophiophagus

The genus name for king cobras had a confusing history
until MERTENS (1962) applied to the ICZN in order to des-
ignate “Hamadryas elaps GUNTHER, 1858 [equivalent to H.
hannah CANTOR, 1836]” as the type species of Ophiophagus
GUNTHER, 1864. Two years later the ICZN issued Opin-
ion 709 wherein it approved MERTENS's (1962) application
and appeared to have solved the problem. In a recent revi-
sion of the genus Ophiophagus (Das et al. 2024), the au-
thors came across nomenclatural problems that had been
overlooked since the ICZN published Opinion 709. In two
publications related with the results presented in HEIN-
RICH BorE’s unpublished “Erpétologie de Java’, he (H. Boie
1828a, 1828b) posthumously applied his manuscript name
Naja bungaroides to a juvenile king cobra from Java. As no
“description or definition” was provided, a requirement
laid out in Article 12.1 of the Code, N. bungaroides BOIE,
1828 is a nomen nudum. However, WAGLER (1830: 342)
used BoIE’s nomen (as Naja bungaroidea, an incorrect sub-
sequent spelling), and provided a set of diagnostic charac-
ters sufficient to make the name available. WAGLER (1830)
also proposed a new genus, Hoplocephalus, to accommo-
date Naja bungaroides. The genus name Hoplocephalus is
currently in use for a group of Australian broad-headed
snakes, but WAGLER’s (1830) mention created a nomenclat-
ural conundrum. He made the binomen Naja bungaroides
available for a king cobra, and this taxon is thereby the type
species of the genus Hoplocephalus. However, the binomen
Naja bungaroides was introduced a second time, indepen-
dently, by SCHLEGEL (1837) for material collected by Quoy
and GAIMARD in Port Jackson (now Sydney, Australia).
Thus, there are two distinct unrelated taxa with identical
scientific names.

Considering WAGLERs (1830) nomen, and using a
strict application of the Principle of Priority, Ophiopha-
gus GUNTHER, 1864 is a junior synonym of Hoplocephalus
WAGLER, 1830 with bungaroides as the oldest available spe-
cies-group name for any king cobra species. The Austral-
ian broad-headed snakes currently comprising the genus
Hoplocephalus would have to be assigned to Elapocormus
FITZINGER, 1843, the next nomenclaturally available name
and one that has not been used since its creation. In this
case application of the Principle of Priority would threaten
the stability of two high-profile animal groups across two
continents. In order to maintain stability and long-stand-
ing prevailing usage, an application to the Commission has
been submitted (SHEA et al. submitted 2025, Case 3949)
asking it to use its Plenary Power to set aside the holo-
type of Hoplocephalus bungaroides WAGLER, 1830 in fa-
vour of the lectotype of Naja bungaroides SCHLEGEL, 1837,
to maintain prevailing usage of the name bungaroides for
the Australian boad-headed snake. This would remove the
unfortunate connection between the king cobra Naja bun-
garoides Boie, 1828, made available as Hoplocephalus bun-
garoides WAGLER, 1830, and the Australian broad-headed
snakes, first described as Naja bungaroides SCHLEGEL, 1837,
allowing the genus nomina Hoplocephalus WAGLER, 1830
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and Ophiophagus GUNTHER, 1864, including their current-
ly accepted species, to prevail in their current usage.

Overwriting established names because of doubtful
availability

While the extreme case of the hundreds of unscientific
names with weak, missing or plagiarized diagnoses forced
herpetologists to overwrite them with scientifically well-
founded and properly diagnosed names (aspidonyms),
there are a few other examples where names have been
overwritten because of questionable availability. The fol-
lowing case is one of them.

Paradactylodon vs. Afghanodon and Iranodon

The hynobiid salamander genus Paradactylodon was de-
scribed by RiscH (1984) to accommodate a newly discov-
ered species from Iran and to differentiate it from Batra-
chuperus, its previous generic allocation. Still recognized
as valid by RAFFAELLI (2007), the validity of Paradactylo-
don was doubted by DuBois & RAFFAELLI (2012) after a
quarter of a century because of the supposed lack of a valid
diagnosis. These authors replaced this nomen by overwrit-
ing it with two new genus names, viz. Afghanodon for the
Afghan species (P. mustersi) and Iranodon for the Iranian
one (P, persicus, including gorganensis). The diagnoses giv-
en were extremely short and only in tabular form (among
the “diagnostic characters” also their suitability as terrari-
um pets). FROST (2019), however, considered RiscH’s de-
scription to be valid so that it was used again in several im-
portant works (e.g. STOCK et al. 2019), Afghanodon being
recognized as a subgenus at best (see JABLONSKI et al. 2021,
BOHME & JABLONSKI 2022)

Species-group names
Potential cases of reinstating forgotten species
names (nomina oblita) by excavation

Agama gutturosa vs. Bronchocela jubata
and B. cristatella

In an attempt to stabilise the nomenclature surrounding
the genus Bronchocela, in particular the concurrently pub-
lished names “Agama Calotes gutturosa MERREM, 1820”
and A. cristatella KUHL, 1820, FIGUEROA (2021) designated
the animal depicted in SEBA (1734, pl. 89 fig. 1) as the lec-
totype for both A. cristatella and A. gutturosa, making the
two binomina objective synonyms of each other. Unfortu-
nately, the author was not aware of an earlier publication
by MERREM (1819), in which Agama gutturosa had already
been described and the name made available. As a con-
sequence, the binomen Bronchocela gutturosa (Merrem,
1819) has priority over the well-established name B. crista-
tella (KUHL, 1820). DENZER & TILLACK (2024) analysed the
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description of this taxon by MERREM (1819) in detail and
reported that MERREM’s (1819) description of A. gutturosa
did not fit B. cristatella but B. jubata DUMERIL & BIBRON,
1837. These authors even discovered a specimen that could
have been part of SEBA’s collection and qualify as a type
for A. gutturosa MERREM, 1819. These findings not only
threatened the stability and prevailing usage of B. crista-
tella, but also of B. jubata. In both cases the species name
gutturosa has priority and a new name would have to be
found for one or the other well-established species. Under
normal circumstances, the Code (Art. 74.1.1.) does not al-
low retraction of a lectotype designation. However, DEN-
ZER & TILLACK (2024) showed that FIGUEROA’s (2021) lec-
totype designation did not refer to the original description
of A. gutturosa MERREM, 1819 and the specimens referred
to in that publication, such that FIGUEROA’s (2021) nomen-
clatural act became invalid. DENZER & TILLACK (2024)
further showed that the presumed SEBA specimen did not
agree in all measurements with those provided by MEr-
REM (1819) so that it could not qualify as part of the type
series. In order to stabilize the nomenclature of these taxa,
DENZER & TILLACK (2024) reinforced FIGUEROA’s (2021)
earlier lectotype designation for A. cristatella and demon-
strated that Agama gutturosa MERREM, 1819 constituted a
nomen oblitum. This facilitated a reversal of precedence,
allowing the long-standing nomina Bronchocela cristatella
(KuHL, 1820) and Bronchocela jubata DUMERIL & BIBRON,
1837 to prevail.

Pseudopus apodus thracius vs. P. Durvillii

The Balcan-Anatolian clade of the European glass lizard,
Ophisaurus apodus thracius OBST, 1978 (type locality Pri-
morsko, Bulgaria), was threatened by Pseudopus Durvilii
CUVIER, 1829 (type locality “LArchipel”, Greece). However,
this was designated a nomen oblitum by JABLONSKI et al.
(2021), thus making thracius OBST, 1978 a nomen protec-
tum (according to Art. 23.9.1.2. ICZN 1999).

Natrix helvetica vs. N. tyrolensis

When KINDLER & FriTz (2018) found that an Italian clade
of Natrix helvetica (LACEPEDE, 1789) has crossed the Alps
into Bavaria, they assigned it preliminarily to the Italian
subspecies N. h. lanzai KRAMER, 1971, but GLAw et al.
(2019) provided evidence that it might also represent a
taxon of its own. This led SCHMIDTLER (2019) to consider
Coluber tyrolensis GMELIN, 1789 as an available name for
this population with a subspecies designation as Natrix hel-
vetica tyrolensis. However, use of tyrolensis could threaten
the long-established nomen helvetica, which would desta-
bilize the taxonomy of an important species. Fortunately,
FriTZ et al. (2020) brought relief and stabilized the current
usage of Coluber helveticus LACEPEDE, 1789 for the barred
grass snake, designating tyrolensis as a nomen oblitum and
helvetica as a nomen protectum, according to Art. 23.9.1.2.
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Crocodylus natans

This nomen has been erected by MEYER (1795) in his “Syn-
opsis Reptilium” with the locality “Inhabitat Ceylonam”
[=lives in Sri Lanka]. WERMUTH (1960) suggested that this
nomen should be suppressed as it would threaten the well-
established Crocodylus porosus SCHNEIDER, 1801, whose
type locality was restricted by MERTENS (1960) to Ceylon
(now Sri Lanka), even though the lectotype designated by
WERMUTH (1954) is from India (BAUER & GUNTHER 2006),
and the two extant paralectotypes are from Java, Indonesia
(BOHME 2014). It appears that MERTENS (1960) was una-
ware that this type material was still in existence, but he
adopted WERMUTH’s (1960) view and treated C. natans as
a nomen oblitum.

Rediscovery of name-bearing types, causing typification
and priority problems

Calotes nasicornis vs. Pseudocophotis sumatrana

Pseudocophotes sumatrana (HUBRECHT, 1879) is an ex-
tremely rare arboreal agamid from the Greater Sunda Is-
lands, which until recently was known from only two male
and two female specimens. Recently, a fifth specimen (the
third male) was discovered in the Naturalis collection in
Leiden, The Netherlands. However, this specimen is the
name bearing type of the previously overlooked name
Calotes nasicornis VAN DER HOEVEN, 1855. To avoid confu-
sion and to maintain nomenclatural stability, Calotes na-
sicornis was declared as a nomen oblitum under Article
23.9.1.,, converting P. sumatrana into a nomen protectum
(DENZER et al. 2021).

Cnemaspis timoriensis vs. Gonatodes humeralis

Cnemaspis timoriensis, originally described as Gymno-
dactylus timoriensis DUMERIL & BIBRON, 1836, had a com-
plex nomenclatural history in terms of its generic alloca-
tion. This taxon was for a time included in the genus Gona-
todes when that group was thought to include also com-
prised Old World taxa (ROSLER et al. 2019). Old World
Gonatodes were reassigned to the formerly monotypic ge-
nus Cnemaspis by SMITH (1933) leading to the combina-
tion Cnemaspis timoriensis. ROSLER et al. (2019) suspected
that the alleged type locality Timor Island was erroneous
and revealed, after close re-examination of the holotype
in the Paris Museum, that the specimen was undoubtedly
belonging to the Neotropical species Gonatodes humeralis
GUICHENOT, 1855. Strict application of the Principle of Pri-
ority would mandate applying an Asian species name to
a widespread South American species, as Gonatodes timo-
riensis, a severe and senseless destabilization of the pre-
vailing usage. But because an existing type specimen is in-
volved, an application to the ICZN Commission was nec-
essary to set aside the type of C. timoriensis in favour of sta-

bility, as announced by ROSLER et al. (2019) with a case an-
nounced (but not published) during the same year (ICZN
2019). The formal publication of the case is scheduled for
the second half of 2025 (H. ROSLER, pers. comm.).

Lacerta agilis orientalis vs. L. agilis exigua

Lacerta agilis var. orientalis KESSLER, 1878 was a variety of
Lacerta agilis LINNAEUS, 1758. Since its geographic origin
was given as “southeastern European Russia” (KESSLER
1878), this taxon has been considered as a junior syno-
nym of L. agilis exigua EICHWALD, 1831 (see MERTENS &
WERMUTH 1960). DORONIN & DORONINA (2022) discov-
ered that KessLER (1878) had based his name on a series
of syntypes with different geographic origins deposited in
the Zoological Museum of St. Petersburg, meaning that his
“variant” of L. agilis could potentially not only be regarded
as a junior synonym of L. a. exigua, but also as a senior
synonym threatening the widely used names L. a. brevi-
caudata PETERS, 1958 and L. a. grusinica PETERS, 1960.
In order to clarify this situation, DORONIN & DORONINA
(2022) designated KessLER’s (1878) syntype from Pyatig-
orsk, SE Russia, as the name-bearing lectotype. As a re-
sult, L. agilis orientalis is now a junior synonym of L. a.
exigua, and the remaining Armenian syntypes became pa-
ralectotypes without name-bearing function. This action
supported nomenclatural stability of the infraspecific tax-
onomy of L. agilis.

Lacerta composita vs. L. mixta

MEHELY (1909) used the first of these two nomina as a
provisional name for a specimen he regarded to be a hy-
brid beetween two species of Caucasian rock lizards (cur-
rently in the genus Darevskia) and added (our translation):
“Should [this specimen] turn out to be a separate species,
would name it Lacerta composita”. According to Art. 15.1.,
provisional names when published before 1961, can be con-
sidered available, and because this name was accompanied
by a rather detailed diagnosis, DORONIN (2018) considered
it an available name under Art. 11. However, this conclu-
sion could threaten the name Lacerta mixta MEHELY, 1909,
which the author likewise regarded as a hybrid between
two other species and selected the name accordingly. Lac-
erta composita had never been used as a valid name while
L. mixta was in wide use, prompting DORONIN (2018) to
regard the former as a nomen oblitum and the latter, cur-
rently regarded as a normal bisexual, non-hybrid species of
Darevskia, as a nomen protectum. However, Article 23.9.1.
applies only to names erected before 1900 and both L. mix-
ta and L. composita were published in 1909. To stabilize the
nomenclature of the species, we here invoke Art. 24.2.1.
(Principle of the First Reviser) (Art 24.2.1., ICZN 1999) and
give nomenclatural precedence to the widely used name
Lacerta mixta MEHELY, 1909 over Lacerta composita ME-
HELY, 1909.
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Pedioplanis undata vs. P. lineoocellata

Lacerta undata SMITH, 1838 (currently Pedioplanis unda-
ta) is a widespread lacertid lizard in southwestern Africa
(F1TZ SIMONS 1943, BRANCH 1988, CHILDERS et al. 2021).
It was placed into the genus Eremias WIEGMANN, 1834 by
DUMERIL & BIBRON (1839), and into Mesalina GRAY, 1838
by SHCHERBAK (1975) who was obviously unaware of BAL-
LETTO’s (1968) earlier paper. BALLETTO had already ap-
plied the Principle of the First Reviser to choose the name
Pedioplanis FITZINGER, 1843 (type species P. burchelli),
out of three equally available and simultaneously pub-
lished names in FITZINGER, 1843, the other two nomina
being Choroscopus (type P. lineoocellata) and Eudioptra
(type P. undata). However, BOULENGER (1921) noted that
the descriptions of this species by SmiTH (1838) and later
by DUMERIL & BIBRON (1839) who had borrowed SMITH’s
specimens (BOULENGER 1921), did not refer to what was
universally understood as P. undata, but to P. pulchella
(GRrAY, 1845) (see CHILDERS et al. 2021). BOULENGER fur-
ther noted that no true undata was among the specimens
donated by SMITH to the London Natural History Muse-
um. One specimen in this museum, the so-called “Lord
DERBY specimen’, briefly described by Gray (1845), was
erroneously suspected to be a possible type of SMITH’s
(1838) taxon by BOULENGER (1910), but its locality “S. Af-
rica” must be wrong because P. undata occurs only in
Namibia. This specimen was not among those on which
SmrTH (1838) had based his description. So, SMITH’s (1838)
material was regarded lost.

Since ANDREW SMITH had close connections to Scot-
land (SCHNEIDER 2015), we examined the type catalogue
of the Royal Scottish Museums in Edinburgh (HERMAN et
al. 1990) which did indeed include type material of seven
taxa described by A. SmrTH, but missing any types of Lac-
erta undata. A closer inspection of the Edinburgh lacer-
tid material, however, led to the rediscovery of two syn-
types of Lacerta undata, one of which agrees in detail with
SMITH’s (1838) accompanying figure. Thus, BOULENGER’s
(1910) suspicion that this name was in fact based on speci-
mens of what was later for many years the current name
for Pedioplanis lineoocellata pulchella (currently P. pulchel-
la: CHILDERS et al., 2021) proved to be correct. A strict ap-
plication of the Principle of Priority would have resulted in
the renaming of several well-known forms of Pedioplanis
and would have thus caused great confusion. In order to
prevent this nomenclatural instability and to retain cur-
rent usage, MAYER & BOHME (2000) submitted an appli-
cation to the Commission and requested suppression of
SmrTH’s (1838) rediscovered syntypes and to allow replace-
ment with a neotype. This application was granted (ICZN
2002) and because the specimens involved have never been
documented or figured after SMITH’s (1838) description, an
illustrative documentation of the rediscovered type speci-
mens as compared with the original drawing was recently
published, including a figure of the neotype from the col-
lection of the Natural History Museum of Vienna (NMW
31886) (BOHME 2024).
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Zootoca vivipara: JACQUIN vs. LICHTENSTEIN:

The world's most widespread terrestrial reptile, famous be-
cause of its bimodal (viviparous and ovoviviparous) repro-
duction, was first mentioned in the post-Linnean literature
in a text by JacQuUIN (1787) as “Lacerta vivipara”. This au-
thor remained the taxon authority of the binomen for 22
decades until a careful check of the Latin text revealed that
JACQUIN (1787) was not describing a new species, but the
phenomenon of viviparity (i.e., the lizard with viviparous
reproduction: BOHME & RODDER 2006). Strict application
of the Principle of Priority would have forced the use of the
next-oldest name, Lacerta oedura SHEPPARD, 1804 (Lacer-
tus cinereus LACEPEDE, 1788 was named as a work rejected
by the Commission for the purposes of zoological nomen-
clature: ICZN 2005) which would have been catastrophic
in the case of such a well-known species with many hun-
dreds of references under its first, albeit unintended name.
The solution for maintaining stability was to search for the
earliest author using the name vivipara in a taxonomic and
nomenclatural sense. This was LICHTENSTEIN (1823). For
details see SCHMIDTLER & BOHME (2011).

Varanus gouldii vs. V. panoptes

34 years ago, one of us (WB) caused some nomenclatural
problems himself in the case of the Australian monitor liz-
ard Varanus gouldii (GRAY, 1838) (BOHME 1991). After the
description of a putative sibling species from NW and W
Australia (STORR 1980) as Varanus panoptes, WB recog-
nized that the lectotype of Hydrosaurus gouldii GRAY, 1831)
designated by MERTENS (1958) and based on a taxidermy
mount in the Natural History Museum London, was iden-
tical with STORR’s (1980) new species. By strict application
of the Principle of Priority, V. panoptes would be regarded
as a junior synonym of V. gouldii. Its three subspecies, V. p.
panoptes, V. p. rubidus and V. p. horni would have to be
transferred to gouldii, thus restricting the name gouldii to
the much smaller area of the former V. panoptes. By this
action, the former pan-Australian V. gouldii, a binomen
in use for 190 years, became nameless. The next available
name for this widely distributed species, as proposed by
BOHME (1991), was its former subspecies, V. gouldii flaviru-
fus MERTENS, 1958, making V. flavirufus the new species
name. Subsequently, SPRACKLAND et al. (1997) applied to
the Commission and requested suppression of MERTENS's
(1958) lectotype designation and replacement with a neo-
type, which was granted (ICZN 2000). Unfortunately,
WEpoLA et al. (2015) now repeated WB’s former mistake
after 25 years.

Varanus indicus vs. V. chlorostigma
DAUDIN (1802) described his Tupinambis indicus (current-

ly Varanus [Euprepiosaurus] indicus) from the Moluccan
island Ambon, Maluku Province, Indonesia, and provided
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an illustration. The specimen was subsequently lost. It later
emerged that V. indicus represented a species complex con-
sisting of several cryptic species (e.g. ZIEGLER et al. 2007,
BOHME et al. 2019, WEIJOLA et al. 2020), so that designa-
tion of a neotype was warranted. One juvenile voucher
specimen labelled as coming from Ambon (ZFMK 70651)
was therefore designated as the neotype of T. indicus Dau-
DIN, 1802 (PHILIPP et al. 1999). At the same time, a second,
morphologically different phenotype was documented by
sympatric voucher specimens from Ambon, which were
morphologically congruent with specimens from neigh-
bouring Seram Island and were described as a new spe-
cies Varanus cerambonensis PHILIPP et al., 1999. WEIJOLA
(2015) reported that he was unable to find additional ex-
amples of V. indicus (sensu PHILIPP et al. 1999) on Am-
bon, only V. cerambonensis, and concluded that the neo-
type locality must be in error. He applied the name V. in-
dicus only to the monitor lizards from Ambon and Ceram
and placed cerambonensis into the synonymy of indicus.
Unfortunately, WEIJoLA (2015) disregarded one important
distinguishing character of cerambonensis, namely the light
temporal stripe that is missing in Varanus indicus and also
on DAUDIN’s (1802) excellent illustration (see PHILIPP et al.
1999, BOHME et al. 2016). Varanus indicus thus became an
endemic species of the southern Moluccas, while all pop-
ulations of the large range of the former V. indicus (sen-
su DAUDIN 1802; see PHILIPP et al. 1999) lost their name
which had been used in countless publications over the last
two centuries. WEIJoLA (2015) applied to the Commission
for resurrection of Monitor chlorostigma GRAY, 1831 and the
Commission ruled again in favour of the applicant (ICZN
2020), thus supporting strong instability in the nomencla-
ture of this monitor lizard group.

Vipera illyrica vs. V. ammodytes

LINNAEUS (1758) described Coluber ammodytes, with
“Habitat in Oriente” as the only type locality indication.
LAURENTI (1768) then described Vipera illyrica, with the
geographical origin given as “Habitat in Illyriae montosis,
maxime circa Castel de Duino” [“Lives in the mountain-
ous regions of the northwestern Balkans, especially around
Castel de Duino”]. The name has been considered a syno-
nym of V. ammodytes in most of the literature, except for a
few mostly 20" century publications that regarded it as de-
noting a distinct subspecies or “substrate race” of V. amimo-
dytes (e.g. SOCHUREK 1983, SCHWEIGER 1992), but always
in parallel with the nominate form, V. a. ammodytes. The
type locality of V. ammodytes was long assumed to lie in the
northwestern parts of its distribution range, in Croatia or
northeastern Italy. On that basis BOULENGER (1903, 1904,
1913) described the subspecies meridionalis, montandoni
and transcaucasiana from the southern, eastern and Ana-
tolian/Caucasian parts of the range of the species, respec-
tively. This classification has been used consistently (with
minor variants) since 1913, and each of the subspecies has
accumulated hundreds of uses in the literature. Both, V. a.

ammodytes and V. a. meridionalis, have become especially
prominent in the toxinological literature. SCHWARZ (1936)
invalidly restricted the type locality of V. ammodytes to
Zara (now Zadar), Dalmatia, Croatia. BRUNO (1968) select-
ed the Linnaean specimen UPSZTY 95 as lectotype and re-
stricted the type locality to Castello Nuovo di Duino, near
Trieste, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, northeastern Italy, based on
his interpretation of its likely origin.

However, KRECSAK et al. (2024), determined that
UPSZTY 95 had in fact been collected in Belgrad Forest
(Belgrad Orman), just west of Istanbul, in Turkish Thra-
ce, and confirmed through morphometric analysis that the
specimen is consistent with this origin. The nose-horned
viper taxon known from the Istanbul area is what has long
been known as V. a. montandoni, not V. a. ammodytes. Un-
der the default implementation of the Code, what was V. a.
montandoni would become V. a. ammodytes, whereas what
has for over a century and through over 600 literature uses
been known as V. a. ammodytes would now take on the vir-
tually unused name V. a. illyrica LAURENTI, 1768, for which
these authors designated a neotype (KRECSAK et al. 20253,
b). This change, and particularly the transfer of the subspe-
cific name ammodytes from the northwestern to the east-
ern populations, would cause major problems for the anal-
ysis of the very extensive literature on this complex.

Article 75.6 of the Code explicitly urges authors mak-
ing such discoveries to “maintain prevailing usage [Art. 82]
and request the Commission to set aside under its plenary
power [Art. 81] the existing name-bearing type and desig-
nate a neotype”, and Recommendation 1 in Appendix B of
the Code specifically warns that “it is of special importance
that a name should not be transferred to a taxon distinct
from that to which it is generally applied”, which is what
would happen to the name ammodytes in this case. Unfor-
tunately, KRECSAK et al. (2024) did not follow these recom-
mendations, and merely suggested that others could do so
if the proposed changes were “deemed disruptive”. Several
of us have begun this process (WUSTER et al. in review),
and therefore, in accordance with Article 82, we encour-
age others working on the Vipera ammodytes complex to
retain prevailing usage in the expectation of a ruling by the
Commission. This case is discussed in much more detail,
together with a general plea for nomenclatural parsimony
by WUSTER et al. (in review).

Sistrurus catenatus vs. S. tergeminus

The names Sistrurus catenatus (RAFINESQUE, 1818) and
S. tergeminus (SAY in JAMES, 1823) have a long history of
use for the eastern and western massasauga rattlesnake, re-
spectively, either as subspecies of S. catenatus or, since Ku-
BATKO et al. (2011), as separate species. When researching
the history of these taxon names, HoLycross et al. (2008)
found that the collection locality of the (missing) type of
Crotalinus catenatus RAFINESQUE, 1818 is almost certainly
located in eastern Nebraska, within the range of S. tergemi-
nus. Strict application of the Code would result in the
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transfer of the name catenatus to the western massasauga
(contrary to Recommendation 1, Appendix B of the Code),
while the eastern massasauga would become Sistrurus
massasaugus (KIRTLAND, 1838). This would have dramat-
ically destabilised the nomenclature of two high-profile
species covered by an extensive body of literature. To pre-
vent this confusion, CROTHER et al. (2011) petitioned the
International Commission to designate neotypes for both
S. catenatus and S. tergeminus to preserve prevailing usage.
The Commission consented, thus conserving the stability
of two taxa that had attracted over 1600 users in the litera-
ture between them (ICZN 2013), and that would have been
upended had Horycross et al. (2008) and CROTHER et al.
(2011) not involved the Commission.

Conclusion

The plea for protection of long-established names against
rediscovered older but largely or entirely unused nomina
does of course not mean that these latter names should
be ignored. On the contrary, if first erected on a serious,
sound scientific basis, they should be identified but at the
same time evaluated for their possible destabilizing effect
on well-known names in widespread prevailing use. The
value of research into the history of herpetology and her-
petological nomenclature should not be measured through
the changes it imposes on the use of scientific nomencla-
ture today. Instead, responsible “nomenclatural archeolo-
gists” should regard stability of nomenclature as a key pri-
ority for the rest of biodiversity sciences. Rather than re-
joicing over changes to the nomenclature imposed by their
work, nomenclatural historians should take pride in their
efforts to preserve nomenclatural stability while resolving
complex historical problems. Changes to scientific names
complicate knowledge exchange and information retrieval,
which is, frankly, irresponsible in the Century of Extinc-
tions.

Epilogue

To put the entire discussion above into perspective, we should
like to conclude with the following classical quote from WiLLIAM
SHAKESPEARE’'S Romeo and Juliet:
“What’s in a name? That which we call a rose/
By any other name would smell as sweet.”
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