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"SYNoNnuc LrsTs AND CERTAINTY IN NoMENCLATURE. 

"THE appearance of Mr. Kirby's 'Synonymic Catalogue 
of Diurnal Lepidoptera,' just as the controversy on the law 
of priority is at its height, has prompted me to make my 
further contribution to the discussion at the present time 
instead of waiting (as I had intended to do) 'until after more 
entomologists have given us the benefit of their opinions. It 
is not too much to say that, since the publication of this 
work, the aspect of the question for us has wholly altered. 
Arguments which have been put forward on either side 
appear now weak and beside the question in face of the 
serious conclusion to which we must find ourselves driven. 
Hence I abstain from an endeavour to answer the different 
points made by those who have taken a view opposite to 
mine. They and I have to deal now with such fresh con· 
siderations as will, I prophesy, make converts to the 
good cause neither few nor feeble. 

"Mr. Kirby's Catalogue coming on the top of Dr. Stau­
dinger's Catalogue is in time to teach us a most salutary and 
useful lesson. The least willing scholar must now be forced 
to learn that never by means of synonymic lists shall we attain 
to certainty in nomenclature ; and we shall be wise indeed not 
to neglect the warning. 

"Let us review the circumstances in which we find ourselves 
placed. After many years of tinkering and alteration, it was 
known that our lists of the Rhopalocera were undergoing a 
studious revision at the hands of two thoroughly 
competent J,epidopterists. These authors were working 
independently and simultaneously ; Dr. Staudinger upon 
the European Macro-Lepidoptera, Mr. Kirby on the Diurnal 
Lepidoptera of the World. Each author has, as the results 
have shown, devoted to his work the very utmost research. 
No hole or corner remains unexplored ; we have achieved 
the maximum of discovery. 

" The result to be expected from the labours of these 
gentlemen was at all events not less than this,-that we should 
ascertain with certainty names are, according to the 
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law which they recognize, the right names for our most 
familiar butterflies. The result is that upon this matter we 
are more hopelessly and irremed-iably at a loss than ever 
before in the history of Science. I do hope entomologists 
will appreciate the gravity of the situation; and that I shall 
not be deemed a trespasser if I occupy some little space in 
pointing the moral which it teaches. 

" The work common to both authors is the revision of the 
European Rhopalocera. I must content myself with ex­
amining the results with reference to the 65 British 
Butterflies. This modest group is better known than any 
other equal number of insects; and if upon the names of 
these familiar objects there is a hopeless disagreement, we 
have the grounds for forming an opinion what are the 
chances of our arriving at certainty in the obscurer groups. 
The nett results of the two lists together are :-

(1) Of the sixty-five (m) specific names in Stainton's Manual 
seventeen are wrong and must be abandoned. 

(2) In nine cases Dr. Staudinger and Mr. Kirby DISAGREE 
on the name. 

(3) In four cases, though agreeing that our name is 
wrong, they differ on the question which name shall 
supplant it. 

" And these most extraordinary results are anived at, 
notwithstanding that both authors have in almost every 
instance made identically the same references ! The 
differences are not to be explained on the supposition that 
one or the other author has been more painstaking in his 
1·esearches. Their work shows that each has used the same 
sources of information. -

"Now, the ' law' of priority was thought by its partisans 
to be an infallible guide to certainty in nomenclature. Both 
these authors are strenuous supporters of the so-called law. 
Where are we to look to find the explanation of this 
lamentable break-down? We find it in this,-the radical un­
soundness of the principle on which their work proceeds. 
That principle requires an acceptance of the earliest dis­
coverable name which can be determined to represent the 
species. But the early descriptions are so insufficient and 
defective that perpetual disagreement must take place on 
the question to what species the descriptions and names 
do refer. Indeed, if the law of priority had been 

(m) The number is sixty.six, counting P. Artall!erzes; the above analysis 
takes no notice of thiw name, which Dr. Staudinger sinks as a synonym. 

/ 
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invented by that personage whose pleasure it is to see men 
in everlasting dispute, it could not more thoroughly have 
secured the object. When discovery has reached its acme, 
we are deeper in bewilderment than ever. We are suffering, 
in this fresh disturbance of our nomenclature, an uncertainty 
arising from the differences of opinion of two list-makers,­
differences of opinion, for instance, on the stirring and impor­
tant scientific question, whether a faulty description can or 
cannot be recognized! Is it to be tolerated that our nomen­
clature shall remain for ever unsettled out of subservience to 
a fallacious 'law,' vaunted as being a sure guide to certainty, 
but seen to ensure a proportion of endless disagreement ? 
It is clear that on the names on which they differ now, 
Mr. Kirby and Dr. Staudinger will differ for ever. Who 
will judge? Are we all, each for himself, to take to the 
work of exfodiation ? Which guide are we to choose, and 
why ? I shall be heartily glad to have this position made 
plain for me by some of the smart resurrection-men. 

"I have abstracted the results only as to sixty-five well­
known insects. Dr. Staudinger's Catalogue enumerates 
~849 species to the end of the Geometra alone. Does any 
one believe that if Mr. Kirby had brought out a list of 
European Heterocera, the work would not throughout have 
exhibited the same proportion of differences? The position 
at this moment would be that we should have two spic-and· 
span new lists (hot from the press, and teeming with the 
results of most recent and exact investigation), working a 
change in one-fourth of our specific names, and differing between 
each other in one-seventh. Monstrous and horrid result ! 
But does anyone believe there are not cases upon cases in 
which there is room for a new list-maker to contend that 
both these authors are wrong ? Would not a Catalogue by 
M. Guenee exhibit discrepancies on every page from both 
these brand-new works? Is there auyone who for a moment 
doubts it? .. 

" We are now not in a state of transition from error to 
truth. We are face to face with a dead-lock. The passion 
for change has hurled us where we are ; and its operation is 
traced as plainly as. the track of a torrent. Authors were never 
satisfied with the names they found in use, and did not 
confine their labours to establishing which of two living 
names was preferable. They set to work to search the old 
and inexact descriptions, till they reached some so 
unrecognizable that one or the other could not bring 
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himself to accept them. Now they differ, and we are left at 
their mercy (n). 

" But there is still a remedy. Refuse acceptance to these 
new names, one and all. Treat them as the things which 
for the most part they are, a jumble of letters not 
accurately referable to any certain species. Let us adhere 
to the accepted names, approved by universal consent, which 
we are accustomed to use. ~Preserve the living names, 
ignore the dead. So only shall we uchieve, in spite of the 
mischievous (nn) stalking-horse, 'priority,' that certainty in 
nomenclature, the chance of which through it we have 
nearly lost for ever. Besides accomplishing this we shall 
have gotten for ourselves an even more valuable result. 
We shall have administered a check to a class of publications 
which tend more than any other agency to impoverish the 
literature of science. While authors find the roll of fame is 
supplied by the wrapper of a catalogue, the best may be 
content to inscribe their names only on that worthless sheet. 
The hot quest of ephemeral notoriety once made profitless, 
we may expect that more energies will be directed to the 
production of serviceable books. Rely upon it, to encourage 
innovating synonymic lists is, in every way possible, to 
retard entomological science (o). This branch of natural 
history, from the small differences which divide its subjects 
and the inequality of nearly all descriptions accurately to 

(n) Que faire alors? On a dans ce cas, me direz-vous, le droit de choisir. 
Mais, si j'adopte le nom de Pierre, et mon voisin celui de Paul, qui nous 
mettra d'accord, et la question ne reste-t-elle pas Ia meme? Et que sera-ce 
pour nos descendants, s'il leur prend en vie de peser les droits respectifs de 
l'eft'royable amas d'opuscules que nous somrnes en train de fabriquer ?­
Lacordaire Silb. Retnu!, vol. iv., p. 229. 

(nn) Funeste pour l'entomologie.-Dejean, Catal. des Coleopares (1837) 
p. x. 

L'entomologie est maintenant un dedale, ou il est impossible de se 
reconnaitre, et la premiere cause de ce mal est ce faux principe de !'adoption 
exclusive du nom le plus anciennement publie.-Id., ubi supra. 

(o) These expressions were objected to as" dogmatic" and "extraordinary." 
Mr. M'Lachlan, F.L.S., does not agree with John Curtis: "Nothing is so 
likely to retard if not to overthrow Science as encumbering it with unneces­
sary names.''-Brit. Ent. pl. 268. Nor with J. F . Stephens: "It is detrimental 
to the progress of Science to alter a name without powerful reasons.''-Illustr. 
Haust. vol. i. p. Mi. For the opinion of the last-named author on lists of 
names, refer also to Hanst. vol. iii., p. 90, note. See M. Guenee's opinion, 
Lepidopt. vol. 9, p. xxxili. For an opinion on the effect of recent changes upon 
the advance of Science, see 5 Ent. Mo. Mag. 210, and Proc. Ent. Soc. for 
Dec. 7, 1868; also the' Zoologist' for January, 1872, p. 2894. And Ann. Soc. 
Entom. de Belgique, vol. 14, pp. cxxxi., cxxxii., comptes rendus. 
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express such differences, baffies (p) the 'law' of priority to 
fix its nomenclature ; and sooner or later that conviction 
must force itself upon all. 

"W. ARNOLD LEWIS. 
" Temple, Sept. 9, 1871." 

(p) Je n'ai qu'nne seule objection a lui faire: c'est qu'il est completement 
et radicalement inexecutable dam l'application.-Lacordaire, Silb. RevtU, 
vol. iv. p. 22:1. 

I!. NEWMAN, l'niNTEB, DEVONSBIBE STREET, BISHOPSOA:CJ!:, 
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