Naming selections from species

Giving cultivar names to selections from species has been common practice ever since the early days of plant introduction.

There are many views on the subject, ranging between two extremes:

· that cultivar names should never be applied to selections from species

· that any variant of a species may be given a cultivar name

About two years ago the RHS Daffodil and Tulip Committee (D&TC) and Advisory Panel on Narcissus Classification (APNC) discussed this subject, concerned that some selections from Narcissus species that were given cultivar names were not really distinct - or more precisely, did not fully comply with the definition of a cultivar according to the International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants (1995)1:

"A cultivar2 is a taxon that has been selected for a particular attribute or combination of attributes, and that is clearly distinct, uniform and stable in its characteristics and that, when propagated by appropriate means, retains those characteristics."

Or perhaps in less cumbersome language - from the appendix of the same International Code:

"A cultivar is a group of individual plants which collectively is distinct from any other, which is uniform in its overall appearance and which remains stable in its attributes."

The Daffodil and Tulip Committee, wishing to clarify matters with regard to Narcissus, collaborated with the Advisory Panel to frame some advice which would be fully in compliance with the International Code.

Though neither the RHS (as the International Registration Authority for the genus Narcissus) nor the Advisory Panel have the responsibility to judge the distinctness of cultivars (that must be the registrant's decision), the following advice notes are offered. It is hoped that they will be of help to those who may wish to name selections either from wild populations of Narcissus or from those raised from seed in the garden.

1. If a selection from a Narcissus  species is to be named, it should be given a cultivar name and that cultivar name should be registered

Though infraspecific botanical epithets are acceptable, provided they are properly formed and are published according to the Botanical Code (ie supported by Latin descriptions and type specimens), it is the opinion of the RHS Daffodil and Tulip Committee and Advisory Panel on Narcissus Classification that a proliferation of further botanical names is to be discouraged.

2. Any selection from a Narcissus species which is to be given a cultivar name should be "clearly distinct, uniform and stable in its characteristics"

The value of distinctness is an individual assessment by the registrant. Neither the RHS nor the Advisory Panel on Narcissus Classification can dictate.

3. Any selection from a Narcissus species which is to be given a cultivar name should normally be vegetatively propagated.

These notes are not intended to encourage the widespread naming of selections from Narcissus species, indeed a proliferation of named selections is not considered desirable.3 Registrants should be convinced that their selections are really worth naming;  there is no point in going through the process of naming and registering4 selections if they are not distinct.
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1) International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants - 1995. Adopted by the International Commission for the Nomenclature of Cultivated Plants. Available from RHS Enterprises (tel. 01252 391 415) 

2) The vast majority of daffodil cultivars are vegetatively propagated clones

3) It is equally important to observe these notes when naming daffodil hybrids and Groups

4) Selections from Narcissus species which are given a cultivar name should be classified in Divisions 1-12 according to the outward characteristics of the flower head(s)

