A BOTANICAL GORDIAN KNOT: THE CASE OF ATERAMNUS
AND GYMNANTHES (EUPHORBIACEAE)
Grady L. Webster'
The taxa of the Euphorbiaceous tribe Hippomaneae (sensu Webster, 1975) still present notoriously
difficult problems in generic delimitation, despite the revisionary efforts of Mueller (1866), Baillon
(1874), Bentham (1880), Pax and Hoffmann (1912), and others. This is especially true of the complex
of taxa with highly reduced flowers which Baillon (1874) reduced to the single genus Excoecaria.
Although Rogers (1951) achieved an acceptable differentiation between Sapium and Stillingia, the
demarcation lines between Actinostemon, Gymnanthes, Sebastiania, and some smaller genera remain
uncertain. This problem in classification is exacerbated by some nomenclatural difficulties, among
which the status of Gymnanthes is most critical.
Rothmaler (1944) initiated a still unresolved nomenclatural crisis by resurrecting the generic name
Ateramnus P. Browne (1756), based on a Jamaican plant that Rothmaler identified with Gymnanthes
lucida Sw. Since Ateramnus is a validly published earlier name, Rothmaler argued that it should be
adapted for the genus currently known as Gymnanthes Sw. (1788). Recently, this suggestion of Rothmaler's has been taken up by Adams (1970, 1972) and by Gillis (1974), who apply names under
Ateramnus to species heretofore treated under Gymnanthes. Gillis avowedly follows the lead of Dandy
(1967), who in his index of generic names published between 1753 and 1774 listed Ateramnus in such
a manner as to imply that it has priority over Gymnanthes. This has created a confusing situation in
the current literature, because some botanists have followed Adams and Gillis in adopting Ateramnus
(Correll, 1979; Tomlinson, 1980), whereas others continue to use Gymnanthes (Foumet, 1978; Elias,
1980). Little (1979), in his most recent index to the names of North American trees, judiciously
declines to accept Ateramnus in place of Gymnanthes until this nomenclatural conflict is resolved.
One solution to this problem might be to propose Gymnanthes for conservation. However, as noted
by Gillis (1974), conservation of Swartz's generic name has already been rejected once by the Special
Committee for Pteridophyta and Phanerogamae (Taxon 3: 241. 1954). The deciding factor in that
vote may have been doubt that Ateramnus and Gymnanthes are synonyms. Long before Rothmaler's
article, Hallier (1918) concluded that it is highly doubtful that Ateramnus was based on the plant
Swartz called Gymnanthes lucida. This may be seen clearly by comparing the characteristics of Swartz's
species with the brief description of Browne (1756: 339):
ATERAMNUS 1. Foliis oblongis, levissime crenatis, alternis; spicis singularibus, ad alas.
The Ateramnus, with oblong crenated leaves. Flores alii masculini, alii feminini, in iisdem spicis.
Mares plurimi, conferti, quadristaminei: feminae pauciores, tribus stylis praeditae, & ad basim spicae
sitae. An, ad Sapiam referri debet?
As Hallier indicates, and comparisons with specimens and the detailed descriptions of Fawcett and
Rendle (1920) confirm, none of the Jamaican species of Gymnanthes match this description. In
particular, it is clear that Ateramnus cannot be based on Gymnanthes lucida, in which the solitary
basal pistillate flower is long-pedicellate and scarcely appears to belong to the same inflorescence as
the staminate flowers. Gymnanthes glandulosa (Sw.) Muell. Arg. can be ruled out because of its terminal
spikes, and G. elliptica Sw. must be eliminated as a candidate because of its unisexual spikes with
1-flowered staminate bracts. Other Jamaican Hippomaneae can be eliminated from consideration
because they have terminal or unisexual spikes.
The discrepancies between Browne's description and the characters of Jamaican Hippomaneae create
a difficult situation to resolve. One can readily sympathize with Hallier's conclusion that Ateramnus
must be consigned to the limbo of dubious names. However, in the interest of nomenclatorial stability
it seems desirable to select as a neotype for Ateramnus the Jamaican species of Hippomaneae that
can most easily be reconciled with Browne's description. In this connection, it is notable that Browne
himself questioned whether Ateramnus might not be the same as Sapium, which was described from
the facing page. The type species, Sapium jamaicense Sw., scarcely differs from the description of
Ateramnus except in its distally clustered pseudo-terminal spikes. Occasionally, however, the spikes
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in S. jamaicense may be separated by well-developed internodes, and then may appear axillary; such
specimens would correspond well to Ateramnus except for the stamen number.
In conclusion, a review of the evidence furnished by inspection of the Jamaican Hippomaneae
described by Browne and by Swartz shows that Gymnanthes lucida Sw. should be regarded as the
lectotype of Gymnanthes Sw. but not of Ateramnus Browne. The preponderance of the evidence leads
me to cut the gordian knot of this nomenclatural tangle by designating Sapium jamaicense Sw. (i.e.,
Sapium arboreumfoliis etc. Browne) as neotype for Ateramnus [according to Fawcett and Rendle (Fl.
Jam. 4: 325. 1920) the type specimen of Sapium jamaicense Sw. is the specimen from Jamaica, Swartz
s.n. (BM)]. Ateramnus thus becomes an exact nomenclatural, as well as taxonomic, synonym of the
simultaneously published Sapium.
Acknowledgments
I wish to thank Dr. Dan Nicolson for reading the manuscript, discussing the nomenclatural problems
and making several helpful suggestions.
Literature Cited
Adams, C. D. 1970. Miscellaneous additions and revisions to the flowering plants of Jamaica.
Phytologia 20: 309-314.
1972. Flowering plants of Jamaica. Univ. West Indies, Mona, Jamaica. 848 pp.
Baillon, H. 1874. Histoire des plantes, vol. 5. Hachette, Paris. 516 pp.
Bentham, G. 1878. Notes on Euphorbiaceae. J. Linn. Soc. Bot. 17: 185-267.
1880. Euphorbiaceae. Genera plantarum 3(1): 239-340.
Britton, N. L. and J. A. Shafer. 1908. North American trees. Holt & Co., New York. 894 pp.
Browne, P. 1756. The civil and natural history of Jamaica. Osborne & Shipton, London. 503 pp.
Correll, D. S. 1979. The Bahama archipelago and its plant communities. Taxon 28: 35-40.
Dandy, J. E. 1967. Index of generic names of vascular plants, 1753-1774. Regnum Veget. 51: 1130.
Elias, T. S. 1980. Trees of North America. Van Nostrand Reinhold, New York. 948 pp.
Farr, E. R., J. A. Leussink and F. A. Stafleu. 1979. Index nominum genericorum (plantarum). Regnum
Veget. 101: 1-1896.
Fawcett, W. and A. B. Rendle. 1920. Flora of Jamaica, vol. 4. British Mus. (Nat. Hist.), London.
369 pp.
Fournet, J. 1978. Flore illustree des phanerogames de Guadeloupe et de Martinique. Inst. Nat. Rech.
Agron., Paris. 1654 pp.
Gillis, W. T. 1974. Name changes for the seed plants in the Bahama flora. Rhodora 76: 67-138.
Grisebach, A. H. R. 1859. Flora of the British West Indies [part 1]. Lovell Reeve & Co., London.
pp. 1-96.
Hallier, H. 1918. Ueber Patrick Browne's Gattungen zweifelhafter Stellung. Meded. Rijksherb. Leiden
36: 1-6.
Little, E. L. 1979. Checklist of United States trees (native and naturalized). USDA Agr. Handb. 541:
1-375.
Mueller, J. 1866. Euphorbiaceae, in A. De Candolle, Prodromus 15(2): 1-1286.
Pax, F. and K. Hoffmann. 1912. Euphorbiaceae-Hippomaneae. Pflanzenr. IV. 147. V (Heft 52): 1319.
Rogers, D. J. 1951. A revision of Stillingia in the New World. Ann. Missouri Bot. Gard. 38: 207259.
Rothmaler, W. 1944. Nomina generica neglecta 1753-1763. Repert. Sp. Nov. 53: 1-37.
Swartz, 0. 1788. Nova genera and species plantarum .... M. Swederi, Stockholm. 152 pp.
Tomlinson, P. B. 1980. The biology of trees native to tropical Florida. Harvard Univ. Printing Office,
Allston, Mass. 480 pp.
Webster, G. L. 1975. Conspectus of a new classification of the Euphorbiaceae. Taxon 24: 593-601.

MAY 1983

305

This content downloaded from 169.237.8.35 on Mon, 16 Sep 2013 18:17:19 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

