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This latest issue of the International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants, a title often shortened to “Cultivated Plant Code” or “ICNCP”, replaces the 6th Edition, which was published in 1995. It is largely based on the proceedings of meetings of the International Union of Biological Sciences Commission for the Nomenclature of Cultivated Plants that were held in Edinburgh and Toronto in 1998 and 2002 respectively. As cultivar registrar for Passiflora, I was invited to a meeting of UK-based International Cultivar Registration Authorities (ICRA) and their representatives at the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) Gardens, Wisley on 17 March 2004. This meeting served to launch the new Code; and most of the day was spent discussing the major changes and continuing areas of difficulty. Two of the editors (ACL and PT) also attended the meeting.

As with the 1995 edition, the Code contains Articles (Rules) that must be followed and Recommendations which are not obligatory. Many of the provisions of the Code have limited relevance to the genus Passiflora. For example, as far as I am aware there are few, if any, Passiflora cultivars that have been registered under the UPOV scheme (so-called plant patents), but the proper use of trade designations and the sometimes unco-operative relationship between different national plant variety offices and with ICRA are serious problems in some plant groups. We also do not have the nomenclatural problems thrown up by inter-generic hybrids, graft-chimaeras or those many food plants such as cereal crops where the distinction between a wild species and a cultivar is obscure. It is also fortunate that the number of known species and cultivars in the genus Passiflora is large enough to provide continuing interest and opportunities for new cultivars, but at the same time not so large that maintaining  a register becomes an onerous task. Finally, the difficulties of transcribing names from languages that do not use the Roman alphabet have not yet arisen in Passiflora. But that could change if passionflowers were to became more popular in countries with long horticultural traditions such as Japan. The Code continues to be an important guide for the construction of cultivar epithets, and many of the long-accepted rules continue. It is shorter than the 1995 Code and the editors have tried to simplify the language. Versions of the 2004 Code will become available in other languages. 

Several of the 1995 recommendations have now been relaxed. The editors accepted that, particularly in a democratic language like English, it is not always easy to be prescriptive; usage goes where the majority takes it regardless of rules. So we now have at Article 19.17: “The epithet of a cultivar does not have to consist of an existing word or words but may be a novel invention.”  Since many articles in the Code act retrospectively, we now see, for example, that P. ‘Sancap’ is an acceptable name. Similarly, at Article 19.27: “A cultivar epithet may also be in the form of a code of up to 10 characters excluding spaces and that consists of no more than four alternating sets of a letter or letters and a number of letters.” This means that names such as 

P. ‘123-ABC’, P. ‘Apollo 13’, P. ‘Pura Vida 2’ and P. ‘EK1’ are allowed, but single letter/numbers are not, so P. ‘K’ is not permitted. However, I would hope that some of these do not become common practice in Passiflora because it could lead to likely confusion and difficulties in pronunciation. 

The previous proscription on the use of Latin words as cultivar epithets has been changed, particularly if the word refers to a place or person or has become common in a modern language. So, for example, P. ‘Africa’ and P. ‘Julius Caesar’ are permitted. Also allowed are epithets including the words “cross” or “seedling”, but many others such as “hybrid”, “series” and “selection” in any language are not. Certain single punctuation marks (e.g. !, /, and \) can be incorporated into epithets, but others (e.g. ?) and symbols such as %, @ and + cannot. Not only is it impossible to summarise all of the Rules and Recommendations here, but the Code itself can only offer examples of what is or is not acceptable. As before, novel situations are certain to arise and it is the role of the registrar to make a judgement.

As well as the main sections dealing with nomenclatural matters, the 2004 Code also provides examples of the many different types of cultivar, a list of organisations that maintain herbarium standards, a world-wide index to all ICRA’s and Statutory Registration Authorities, a cross-reference to the Articles of the 1995 code and a helpful glossary. However, at a cost of €55, the 2004 Code is quite expensive. Many enthusiasts will not need to know the fine details, but will guided, where necessary, by the registrar. The more important provisions of the new Code will shortly be available on the updated ICRA website (http://www.ishs.org/icra/).

On a related matter, the RHS provided an exhibition at the meeting of commercially-produced plant labels, all of which failed to comply with the ICNCP or had otherwise incorrect names. Many of us will have seen similar examples of bad labelling amongst Passiflora, and it might be an interesting exercise to publish a collection of these.
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