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The nomenclatural status of the genus Tubifera (Myxomycetes)
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Abstract  Tubifera J.F. Gmel. 1792 is a genus of Myxomycetes that has been used in floras and monographs since the 18th 
century. The name became controversial when it appeared that “Tubulifera Jacq.” 1779 was a priorable name for the genus. 
This paper presents a history of the controversy, interprets Jacquin’s original text, and offers reasons why “Tubulifera” 
cannot be regarded as a validly published generic name. The name Tubifera J.F. Gmel. is thus shown to remain the correct 
name for the genus.
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Introduction

Tubifera J.F. Gmel. 1792 is one of the better known myxo-
mycete genera. Members of the genus are readily observed in 
nature and easy to recognize, and good, precise iconography 
of some species has existed since the 18th century (Martin & 
Alexopoulos, 1969). At present the genus contains eight spe-
cies (Lado, 2001, 2005–2010), of which two are distributed 
worldwide and six are restricted to the tropics or the temperate 
regions. Persoon (1794: 91) described another related genus, 
Tubulina Pers., to accommodate a single species, T. fragifor-
mis (Bull.) Pers. (in Neues Mag. Bot. 1: 91. 1794). This species 
is based on Sphaerocarpus fragiformis Bull. (Hist. Champ. 
France: 141. 1791), which Martin & Alexopoulos (1969: 56) 
treat as a synonym of Tubifera ferruginosa (Batsch) J.F. Gmel. 
(Syst. Nat. 2: 1472. 1792).

Tubifera

Ever since J.F. Gmelin (1792: 1472) proposed Tubifera in 
the second volume of his “1791” edition of Linnaeus’s Systema 
Naturae, the name has been in constant use for myxomycete 
species. The genus has been accepted in the Liceales and used 
by Lister (1925), Martin (1949), Martin & Alexopoulos (1969), 
Farr (1976), Martin & al. (1983), Nannenga-Bremekamp (1991), 
Neubert & al. (1993), Lado & Pando (1997), Yamamoto (1998), 
and Ing (1999).

Gmelin (1792) included three species in his newly proposed 
genus: Tubifera ferruginosa (Batsch) J.F. Gmel. (≡ Stemonitis 
ferruginosa Batsch 1786); Tubifera cylindrica (Bull.) J.F. Gmel. 
(≡ Sphaerocarpus cylindricus Bull. 1791); and T. fragiformis 
(Bull.) J.F. Gmel. (≡ Sphaerocarpus fragiformis Bull. 1791). 
Martin & Alexopoulos (1969: 56) consider the last two names 
as synonyms of the first. Gmelin (1792) cited the following 
references for T. ferruginosa: “Batsch el. fung. cent. I. p. 263. 
f. 175. Jacq. misc austr. 2. p. 144. t. 15? Tubulifera arachnoi-
dea. Flor. dan. t. 659. f. 2.” That to “Tubulifera arachnoidea” 
is rather ambiguous as it does not appear in Flora Danica but 
only in Jacquin (1779: 144).

Tubulifera

“Tubulifera” was first proposed by Müller (1775) to ac-
commodate two species, “Tubulifera cremor O.F. Müll.” and 
“T. ceratum O.F. Müll.” Neither name is validly published, 
however, because Müller did not provide a description of the 
genus. Jacquin (1779: 144), who used Müller’s “Tubulifera” 
for his new species, “T. arachnoidea Jacq.”, also did not for-
mally describe the genus. Since only one species was actually 
described by Jacquin, Martin (1966: 32), Farr & al. (1979: 
1813) and Lado (2001) considered Tubulifera arachnoidea to 
represent a combined generic and specific description (see de-
scriptio generico-specifica in Art. 42.1 of the ICBN, McNeill & 
al. 2006), thus regarding the genus name as validly published. 
Nonetheless, Martin (1966), raised doubts that Jacquin did not 
consistently employ binomial nomenclature, commenting, “A 
very strong case could be made for regarding Tubulifera as the 
earliest and valid synonym of Tubifera J.F. Gmel., 1791, and 
Tubulina Pers. 1794, but since the genus has not been recog-
nized for so long, it should not be revived.” Martin’s doubts are 
not enough under the present Nomenclatural Code (McNeill 
& al., 2006), since Jacquin (1779) clearly employed binomial 
nomenclature and a proposal to conserve the name Tubifera 
against Tubulifera would have been sufficient to clarify the 
position.

In their monograph, Martin & Alexopoulos (1969: 54) re-
peated Martin’s concerns when they wrote, “There can be little 
doubt that Tubulifera Jacq. was published as a valid genus in 
1778 [sic], although since Jacquin did not use binomials consis-
tently, there is some question as to whether his specific names 
are valid.” In adding, “No useful purpose would be served by 
reviving Tubulifera”, they implied their decision to use the 
name Tubifera and list Tubulifera as a synonym was based on 
convenience and not on nomenclatural rules. Martin & Alexo-
poulos then (1969: 56) listed the name Tubulifera arachnoidea 
Jacq. (followed by “Possibly not valid”) as a synonym under 
Tubifera ferruginosa (Batsch) J.F. Gmel.

Additional information from the illustrations of “Tubu-
lifera arachnoidea” in Müller’s and Jacquin’s books confirms 
the identity of the taxon and leaves no doubt that it is the same 
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as Tubifera ferruginosa (Batsch) J.F. Gmel. 1792. Curiously, 
as Martin (1966: 32) noticed in the “Explicatio tabularum” 
(p. 211) of Jacquin’s book, the name “Tubularia” (instead of 
Tubulifera) arachnoidea appeared. As “Tubularia” seems never 
to have been used later, Martin’s (1966) view that it was an 
unintentional error seems to be correct.

In view of this, it initially appeared that “Tubulifera” 
was a validly published generic name with priority over Tu-
bifera and that the combinations for the names of the species 
of Tubifera as proposed by Lado (2001: 86–88) were justi-
fied. Further analysis of Jacquin’s text, however, shows that 
“Tubulifera” is not a validly published generic name. In his 
comments preceding the description of “Tubulifera arach-
noidea”, Jacquin (1779: 144) evidently accepted a second 
species, “Tubulifera ceratum” as he wrote: “Fungus, quem 
TUBULIFERAM ARACHNOIDEAM fibris nimirum basi 
tela arachnoidea connexis vocabo, quam maxime accedit ad 
Tubuliferam Ceratum Florae Danicae tab. 659. fig. 2., ut ab 
ipsa separare ausus ne fuissem, si telae illius indicium in 
planta Danica observare, in meaque potuissem tubulos aper-
tos.” This passage shows that Jacquin considered Tubulifera 
arachnoidea so similar to Tubulifera ceratum that he would 
not have dared to separate them if he had been able to see any 
of the arachnoid tissue (referring to the hypothallus) in the 
Danish species, or open tubes in his. So Jacquin accepted two 
species in the genus, his “T. arachnoidea” and O.F. Müller’s 
“T. ceratum” from which he was distinguishing his species. 
Consequently Art. 42.1 of the ICBN (descriptio generico-
specifica) is not applicable.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the genus Tubulifera was not described by 
Müller (1775). Since the descriptio generico-specifica clause 
does not apply here, the genus name also cannot be consid-
ered validly published by Jacquin (1779). Therefore Tubifera 
J.F. Gmel. remains the earliest validly published name for the 
genus. Indeed the situation is not dissimilar to that presented 
in Art. 48 Ex. 1. The present case if expressed as another ex-
ample might read:

Ex. 1bis. Jacquin (1779) described the new species “Tubu-
lifera arachnoidea” adopting “Tubulifera” from its use, 
without generic description, by O.F. Müller (1775), who 
described two species, “T. cremor” and “T. ceratum”. Were 
Tubulifera to be validly published on the basis of Jacquin’s 
description of T. arachnoidea, it would not be monotypic, 
because Jacquin accepted “T. ceratum O. F. Müll.” as dis-
tinct from his new species. Consequently, none of these 
names is validly published.
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