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(2240) Polygala vulgaris L., Sp. Pl.: 702. 1 Mai 1753. [Polygal.], 
nom. cons. prop.
Typus: Ukraine. Transcarpathian region: Rakhiv district, 
Urdu-Flavantuch Mt. Range (Svidovets Mts.), descent from 
polonina Brailka to the village Kvasy, clearing in beech 
forest, open slope, ca. 1000 m., 25 June 2004, Val. N. Tik-
homirov 02384 (K; isotypi: B, H, LE, MA, MO, MSKU, 
UPS, US, W), typ. cons. prop.

The name Polygala vulgaris L. is usually applied to a central 
European species of P. sect. Polygala having numerous branches with 
racemes of blue flowers; bracts not exceeding pedicels at anthesis; 
wings (6–)6.5–8.5 × 3.5–5 mm, abruptly contracted at the base with 
a short tail, approximately as wide as or wider than the capsule, with 
6–20 anastomosing veins; corolla lobules 14–32. This name is in 
current use in all taxonomic and regional treatments of recent times 
(e.g., Pawłowski, Fl. Polska 8: 371. 1959; McNeill in Tutin & al. Fl. 
Eur. 2: 235. 1968; Hostička, Fl. Slovenska 3: 553. 1982; Heubl in Mitt. 
Bot. Staatssamml. München 20: 348. 1984; Kirschner, Květena České 
Republ. 5: 249. 1997; Rothmaler, Exkurs.-Fl. Deutschl., ed. 10, 4: 473. 
2005; Stace, New Fl. Brit. Isles, ed. 3: 186. 2010).

In the protologue (Fig. 1), Linnaeus (l.c.) included a very broad 
diagnosis (“floribus cristatis racemosis, caulibus herbaceis simplici-
bus procumbentibus, foliis lineari-lanceolatis”), from which it is not 
possible to determine exactly the species that is referred to, in the 
sense of current concepts. In addition, the original material of this 
name is highly heterogeneous.

Six specimens that constitute original material have been lo-
cated, one in the Linnaean herbarium at LINN, three in the George 
Clifford herbarium at BM reflecting the “Hort. cliff.” synonym, and 
two in the Burser herbarium at UPS reflecting the two Bauhin syno-
nyms. The three illustrations cited in the protologue, that of Clusius 
and the two of Vaillant, comprise the remaining original material—
nine elements, in all.

It has been known for a long time that a number of elements of 
the original material, including the lectotype selected by Heubl (l.c.), 
seem not to fall within the concept of P. vulgaris s.str. (or even s.l.) 
as currently circumscribed (see Jonsell & Jarvis in Nord. J. Bot. 22: 
80. 2002). My analysis demonstrated that the nine elements of the 
original material are referable to the following taxa:

The lectotype (i) Herb. Linn. 882.6 (LINN) clearly belongs to  
P. comosa Schkuhr; (ii) Herb. Clifford: 352, Polygala 1 (BM000 
646525), (iii) Herb. Clifford: 352, Polygala 1 [alpha] (BM000 
646526), and (iv) Herb. Clifford: 352, Polygala 1 [gamma] (BM000 
646527) evidently belong to P. vulgaris s.l. but not to P. vulgaris s.str. 
These specimens have wings 5–5.5 × 2.5–3 mm at fruiting, which 
are slightly narrower and as long as or longer than ripe capsules, and 
apparently belong to P. vulgaris subsp. oxyptera (Rchb.) Lange or 
P. vulgaris subsp. collina (Rchb.) Borbás. Of the other specimens (v) 
Herb. Burser XII: 48 (“P. major”) (UPS) is referable to P. major Jacq. 
s.l. and (vi) Herb. Burser XII: 49 (“P. vulgaris”) (UPS) is the variable 
P. nicaeensis Risso ex W.D.J. Koch s.l. The illustration (vii) in Clusius 
(Rar. Pl. Hist.: 525. 1601) is of P. major s.l. and (viii) that in Vaillant 
(Bot. Paris.: 161, t. 32, fig. 2. 1727), under ‘γ’, is of P. amarella Crantz. 
It is only (ix) the illustration in Vaillant (l.c.: 161, t. 32, fig. 1) that is 
referable to P. vulgaris in the current sense.

The designation by Heubl (l.c.) of Herb. Linn. 882.6 as lectotype 
causes serious nomenclatural conflict. With this lectotype, the name 
P. vulgaris should be applied in a sense that is contrary to traditional 
use of the name, to another extremely widespread European species 
that is currently known as P. comosa Schkuhr. If formal rules are 
followed, P. vulgaris, a name that is in current use (see introductory 
paragraph), must be replaced by the fully obsolete and never-used 
P. montana Opiz (in Flora 5: 270. 1822).

In the absence of taxonomically unambiguous herbarium mate-
rial,, I propose as conserved type a recent gathering of 10 specimens 
originated from the Carpathians of which duplicates have been widely 
distributed to herbaria in Europe and North America. This gathering 
demonstrates the following characters that are fully within the range 
of variability of P. vulgaris s.str.: leaves elliptical to linear-lanceolate, 
acute at apex; inflorescence with 10–30 blue flowers; bracts scarcely 
exceeding pedicels in flower and shorter than flower-buds; the 2 inner 
sepals (wings) 6.5–7.5 × 3.2–3.8 mm, the 3 outer sepals 2.5 × 3.2 mm, 
obtuse at apex; corolla 6.5–7.5 mm, corolla lobules 16–28; capsule 
5.0–7.2 mm, ovate, compressed.

Application of the name P. vulgaris to the European species, 
currently known as P. comosa, would not favour the goal of nomen-
clatural stability enunciated in the Melbourne Code (McNeill & al. 
in Regnum Veg. 154. 2012); certainly, it would create unnecessary 
confusion in the application of two currently well-established names. 
Moreover, in accordance with Art. 57, Polygala vulgaris “is not to 
be used in a sense that conflicts with current usage unless and until 
a proposal to deal with it under Art. 14.1 or 56.1 has been submitted Fig. 1. Protologue of Polygala vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1753).
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and rejected”. To avoid such a significant change in current usage, I 
formally propose to conserve P. vulgaris with a new conserved type 
(Art. 14.9) that will maintain current usage of both P. comosa and 
P. vulgaris. Acceptance of the proposal will surely minimize future 
confusion to taxonomists.
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