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ABSTRACT 

 Trillium subg. Phyllantherum, long attributed to Rafinesque, is shown not to have been 
validly published in 1820.  Likewise the genus name Phyllantherum, long thought not to exist, is 
shown to have been published by Nieuwland in 1913, albeit as a superfluous name.  As a result, the 
subgeneric name was not validly proposed until inadvertently done so by J.D. Freeman in 1975. 
 
 
 
 While reviewing various names proposed by Constantin Samuel Rafinesque (1783–1840), we 
discovered that the commonly used name, “Trillium subg. Phyllantherum,” proposed by Rafinesque 
in 1820 was not validly published, for while he included three species, viz., T. sessile L., T. petiolatum 
Pursh, and T. tinctorium Raf., he only provided a Latin description for T. sessile, which, as Rafinesque 
stated, belonged to a “un sous-genre, sous le nom de phyllantherium.”  He did not provide a 
description for his “subg. Phyllantherum.”  
 

  The above invalidly published subgenus name is now seen in a wide variety of literature from 
taxonomic (Freeman 1975: 3; Case 2002: 106), ecological (Bock et al. 1989: 96), horticultural 
(MacGary 1996: 365; Matthews 2011: 160), rare plant investigations (Chafin 2007: 496), and 
molecular studies (Osaloo et al. 1999; Farmer & Schilling 2002; Schilling et al. 2013). 
 

Rafinesque’s subgenus name was first validated as an unranked infrageneric name, Trillium 
L. [unranked] Phyllantherum, by Schultes and Schultes f. (1830: 1497); these authors referred to 
Rafinesque’s 1820 publication.  Unfortunately, the preceding valid name remained unknown to many 
botanists.  Later the sessile-flowered trilliums were distinguished by Salisbury (1866: 61) at a higher 
rank when he proposed the genus Esdra for a single species, T. sessile.  
 

At the generic level, the existence of “Phyllantherum Raf.” was implied by several early 
authors (Endlicher 1836: 153; Kunth 1844: 37, 1850: 121; Spach 1846: 210; Orbigny 1848: 652; 
Pfeiffer 1871: 92, 1874: 692; Jackson 1893: 1119) who listed the name as a synonym.  It was 
Nieuwland (1913: 122) who inadvertently validated the genus name.  His reference to Rafinesque’s 
1820 publication serves as an indirect reference to Schultes and Schultes f., who also referred to 
Rafinesque (see Melbourne Code Art. 41.3 pertaining to new combinations made before 1953; 
McNeill & al. 2012).  At the same time, Nieuwland established P. recurvatum (Beck) Nieuwl. and P. 
sessile (L.) Nieuwl.  
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Although Phyllantherum Nieuwl. was validly and legitimately established, it was superfluous 
when published.  This is because of Nieuwland’s citation of Esdra as a generic synonym. 
 

 When Freeman (1975: 1–3) revised the sessile-flowered trilliums, he assigned them to the 
subg. Phyllantherum (p. 2), which he attributed to Rafinesque without comment.  In doing so, 
Freeman inadvertently validated his subgenus by a full and direct reference to Phyllantherum Nieuwl. 
(p. 3).  As in the case of Nieuwland (l.c.), Freeman also did not refer to Schultes and Schultes f. (l.c.), 
but cited Esdra as a synonym.  For post-1952 new combinations lacking a direct reference to the 
basionym, one may apply Art. 41.8a and Ex. 19 and treat Freeman’s inadvertent new combination as 
validly made based on the 1830 Schultes and Schultes f. name. 
 

 In summary: 
 

Trillium L. subg. Phyllantherum Raf., J. Phys. Chim. Hist. Nat. Arts 91: 72. 1820, nom. inval. (as 
“Jrillium”). 

Trillium L. [unranked] Phyllantherum Schult. & Schult. f. in J.J. Roemer., Syst. Veg. 7(2): 1497.  Oct-
Dec 1830. – TYPE: not designated; LECTOTYPE: T. sessile L. (vide J.D. Freeman (1975: 2). 

Esdra Salisb., Gen. 60. Apr-Mai 1866. – TYPE: Trillium sessile L.. 
Phyllantherum (Schult. & Schult. f.) Nieuwl., Amer. Midl. Naturalist 3: 112. Jul 1913 (nom. superfl. 

for Esdra) 
Trillium L. subg. Phyllantherum (Schult. & Schult. f.) J.D. Freeman, Brittonia 27: 2. 30 Mar 1975.  
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 We wish to thank John Wiersema (U.S.D.A., GRIN) for his evaluation of the Rafinesque 
name. 
 

LITERATURE CITED 
Bock, J.H., Y.B. Linhart, and H.G. Baker.  1989.  The Evolutionary Ecology of Plants.  Westview 

Press, Boulder, Colorado. 
Case, F.W., Jr.  2002.  16. Trillium Linnaeus, Sp. Pl. 1: 339. 1753; Gen. Pl. ed. 5, 158. 1754.  Pp. 90–

117, in Flora of North America Committee (eds.). Flora of North America North of Mexico. 
Vol. 26. Magnoliophyta: Liliales to Orchidales.  Oxford Univ. Press, New York. 

Chafin, L.G.  2007.  Field Guide to the Rare Plants of Georgia.  State Botanical Garden of Georgia, 
Athens. 

Endlicher, S.L.  1836.  Genera plantarum secundum ordines naturales disposita. [Part 2.]  F. Beck, 
Wien. 

Farmer, S.B. and E.E. Schilling.  2002.  Phylogenetic analyses of Trilliaceae based on morphological 
and molecular data.  Syst. Bot. 27: 674–692. 

Freeman, J.D.  1975.  Revision of Trillium subgenus Phyllantherum (Liliaceae).  Brittonia 27: 1–62. 
Kunth, C.S.  1844.  Über natürliche Gruppe der Liliaceen im weitesten Sinne des Worts.  Abh. 

Deutsche Akad. Wiss. Berlin 1842: 1–55.  
Kunth, C.S.  1850.  Enumeratio plantarum omnium hucusque cognitarum, secundum familias 

naturales disposita, adjectis characteribus, differentiis et synonymis. [Supplememtum 5] 
Enumeratio Asparaginearum, Smilacinearum, Lapageriearum, Roxburgiacearum, 
Herreriearum, Ophiopogonearum, Aspidistrearum, Dioscorinearum, Taccacearum et 
Amaryllidearum omnium hucusque cognitarum, adjectis characteribus, differentiis et 
synonymis. J.G. Cottae, Stutgardiae et Tubingae. 

Jackson, D.B.  1893.  Index Kewensis plantarum phanerogamarum nomina et synonyma omnium 
genepum et specierum a Linnaeo usque ad annum mdccclxxxv complectens nomine recepto 
auctore patria unicuique plantae subjectis sumptibus beati Caroli Roberti Darwin ductu et 
consilio Josephi D. Hooker confecit B. Daydon Jackson. Vol. 2. Clarendon Press, Oxford. 

MacGary, M.J.  1996.  Rock Garden Plants of North America.  Timber Press, Portland, Oregon. 



                                                                                         Reveal and Gandhi: Trillium subg. Phyllanatherum 

 
 

3 

Matthews, V.A.  2011.  3. Trillium Linnaeus. Pg. 160, in The European Garden Flora. Vol. 1. 
Alismataceae to Orchidaceae. Ed. 2.  Stanley Smith (UK) Horticultural Trust, Royal Botanic 
Garden Edinburgh and Cambridge Univ. Botanic Garden. 

McNeill, J., F.R. Barrie, W.R. Buck, V. Demoulin, W. Greuter, D.L. Hawksworth, P.S. Herendeen, S. 
Knapp, K. Marhold, J. Prado, W.F. Prud’homme van Reine, G.F. Smith, J.H. Wiersema, and 
N.J. Turland. (eds.).  2012.  International Code of Nomenclature for Algae, Fungi, and Plants 
(Melbourne Code).  Regnum Vegetabile 146.  A.R.G. Gantner Verlag, Ruggell. 

Nieuwland, J.A.  1913.  Notes on our local plants.–IV.   Amer. Midl. Naturalist 3: 98–125. 
Orbigny, A.D. d’.  1848.  Dictionnaire Universel d'Histoire Naturelle. Vol. 11.  Renard, Paris. 
Osaloo, S.K., F.H. Utech, M. Ohara, and S. Kawano.  199.  Molecular systematics of Trilliaceae I. 

Phylogenetic analyses of Trillium using matK gene sequences. J. Pl. Res. 112: 35–49. 
Pfeiffer, L.K.G.  1871.  Synonymia botanica locupletissima generum, sectionem vel subgenerum ad 

finem anni 1858 promulgatorum in forma conspectus systematici totius regni vegetabilis 
schemati Endlicheriano adaptati. Part 2.  T. Fischer, Kassel. 

Pfeiffer, L.K.G.  1874.  Nomenclator botanicus. Nominum ad finem anni 1858 publici juris factorum, 
classes, ordines, tribus, familias, divisiones, genera, subgenera vel sectiones designantium 
enumeratio alphabetica. Adjectis auctoribus, temporibus, locis systematicis apud varios, notis 
literaris atque etymologicis et synonymis. Vol. 2, part 1.  T. Fischer, Kassel. 

Rafinesque, C.S.  1820.  D’un nouveau genre de plantes, Enemion, et remarques botaniques.  J. Phys. 
Chim. Hist. Nat. Arts 91: 70–72. 

Salisbury, R.A.  1866.  The Genera of Plants.  John van Voorst, London. 
Schilling, E.E., A. Floden and S.B. Farmer.  2013.  A new sessile-flowered Trillium species from 

Tennessee.  Castanea 78: 140 –147. 
Schultes, J.A. & J.H. Schultes.  1830.  1529. Trillium.  P. 1497, in J.J. Roemer, Caroli a Linné equitis ‘ 

secundum classes ordines genera species. Cum characteribus, differentiis et synonymiis, 
editio nova, speciebus inde ab edition xv. detectis aucta et locupletata. J.G. Cottae, 
Stuttgardtiae. 

Spach, E.  1846.  Histoire Naturelle des Végétaux. Vol. 12.  Roret, Paris. 
 


