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Ptychodus (Ptychodontidae, Chondrichthyes) is a 
widespread genus of Cretaceous durophagous sharks 
(Cappetta, 2012), mainly known by isolated teeth. The 
year in which this genus was established has been variably 
set as 1835, 1838 or 1839, according to diff erent authors 
(Brignon, 2015). This chronological uncertainty is due 
to the diff erent publication dates of either the plates or 
text descriptions of Ptychodus species in the monumental 
paleoichthyological treatise “Recherches sur les poissons 
fossiles” by Louis Agassiz (hereinafter “Recherches”). 
Agassiz’s masterpiece consists of fi ve volumes published 
in installments (“Livraisons”), along with supplementary 
sheets (entitled “Feuilleton additionnel”), over a span of 
eleven years (1833-1844; Brown, 1890; Everhart, 2013; 
Brignon, 2015). Such installments and supplementary 
sheets, separately published all over this long period, 
consisted of small sections of text or plates from 
diff erent volumes resulting in considerable confusion in 
establishing the correct years of creation of several names 
introduced in Agassiz’s opus. Unfortunately, the name 
Ptychodus is not an exception.

The intricate nomenclatural history of Ptychodus and 
some of its species has been recently disentangled by 
Brignon (2015), who proposed a series of nomenclatural 
acts aimed to preserve taxonomic stability and maintain 
Ptychodus mammillaris Agassiz, 1835 as type species 
of the genus (type species by subsequent designation by 
Woodward, 1912). Whereas we substantially agree with 
the majority of Brignon’s (2015) changes, the aim of the 
present note is to clarify some aspects of the nomenclature 
of the genus.

PTYCHODUS AGASSIZ, 1834 
VERSUS PTYCHODUS AGASSIZ, 1835

In contrast to a widespread belief, Brignon (2015) 
demonstrated that the genus Ptychodus was originally 
introduced by Agassiz in a poorly known publication 
(Agassiz, 1834) and not in the “Recherches”. In the 
1834 paper, Agassiz (1834) included two nomina nuda 

(hence unavailable names), Ptychodus mammillaris 
and P. decurrens along with a third species, Ptychodus 
schlotheimii (incorrect original spelling “Schlottheimii”). 
Brignon (2015) demonstrated that the specifi c name P. 
schlotheimii was unambiguously referred by Agassiz 
(1834) to an illustration of a Ptychodus tooth previously 
published by von Sternberg (1827), thereby conferring 
availability by indication to both the species and the genus 
names under Art. 12.2.7 of the ICZN (1999).

The type specimen of Ptychodus schlotheimii, from the 
Central Bohemian Region of the Czech Republic, was not 
located by Brignon (2015), but the excellent illustration 
given by von Sternberg (1827) allowed him to recognize 
all the diagnostic characters of a lateral fi le tooth of 
Ptychodus latissimus Agassiz, 1835, in agreement with 
previous authors who regarded the two taxa as synonyms 
(e.g., Reuss, 1845; Geinitz, 1849; Woodward, 1889; 
Dacqué, 1939; Hermann, 1977). Brignon (2015) proved 
that P. schlotheimii is a senior subjective synonym of P. 
latissimus and not the contrary, as commonly reported by 
many authors, who, for instance, erroneously attributed 
P. schlotheimii to Geinitz (1850).

Correctly, Brignon (2015) stated that replacing the 
widely used name Ptychodus latissimus Agassiz, 1835 
with P. schlotheimii Agassiz, 1834 was not in the interest 
of nomenclatural stability. Having established that 
conditions exist which allow reversal of precedence (Art. 
23.9.1 of ICZN Code), Brignon (2015) declared Ptychodus 
latissimus as valid nomen protectum, and P. schlotheimii 
Agassiz, 1834 as invalid nomen oblitum.

Proposing such nomenclatural act, however, Brignon 
(2015) considered the entire nomenclatural act of Agassiz 
(1834) as “invalid” and, consequently, considered 
1835 as the year of establishment of the genus name 
Ptychodus, because Agassiz (1835) in a Feuilleton of 
the “Recherches” unambiguously associated the names 
of four species of Ptychodus (Ptychodus latissimus, P. 
polygyrus, P. mammillaris and P. altior) with fi gures 
previously published by Mantell (1822, pl. 32). Again, 
according to Article 12.2.7 of the Code, such names are 
available by indication, and therefore they take authorship 
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and date from Agassiz (1835). Ptychodus mammillaris 
was later designated as the type species of the genus by 
Woodward (1912).

However, based on considerations below, we suggest 
that 1835 cannot be considered as the correct year of 
the introduction of the genus name Ptychodus and, 
consequently, that Ptychodus mammillaris Agassiz, 1835 
cannot be maintained as type species of the genus.

The genus Ptychodus and the species Ptychodus 
schlotheimii are available names by indication (Article 
12.2.7 of ICZN Code) and both take authorship and date 
from Agassiz (1834). Ptychodus schlotheimii is the only 
available species name of Ptychodus in Agassiz (1834) 
and, consequently, it is the only nominal taxon which 
can be qualified as the type species of the genus. The 
reversal of precedence established by Brignon (2015) 
for P. latissimus Agassiz, 1835 (nomen protectum) over 
P. schlotheimii Agassiz, 1834 (nomen oblitum) does not 
affect the original nomenclatural act by Agassiz (1834) 
of establishing Ptychodus. Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 is a 
valid name even if the only species originally included 
not as a nomen nudum has been declared nomen oblitum 
by Brignon (2015). Only the International Commission 
on Zoological Nomenclature, under its plenary power, 
could deliberate the suppression of the nomenclatural 
act of Agassiz (1834) in favor of the subsequent 
act of Agassiz (1835). Therefore, if mention of the 
type species of Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 is required, 
according to Recommendation 67B of the ICZN (1999), 
it should be made as follows: “Type species Ptychodus 
schlotheimii Agassiz, 1834 (nomen oblitum), a senior 
synonym of Ptychodus latissimus Agassiz, 1835 (nomen 
protectum)”.

The designation of Ptychodus mammillaris Agassiz, 
1835 as the type species of Ptychodus by Woodward (1912) 
is therefore invalid, since a valid designation already exists 
(the one made by Agassiz in 1834 as demonstrated above) 
and, in any case, since this species was not originally 
included in the genus by Agassiz (1834).

REVERSAL OF PRECEDENCE
OF PTYCHODUS OVER BUFFONITES

Brignon (2015) also established that conditions existed 
for the reversal of precedence of Ptychodus mammillaris 
Agassiz, 1835 over the two subjective senior synonyms 
Buffonites undulatus Sternberg, 1829 and B. knorrii 
Sternberg, 1829. These two species were established by 
von Sternberg (1829) in a neglected paper, associating 
the two latinized binomial names to illustrations 
contained in the same paper and, consequently, fulfilling 
the requirements of Articles 11 and 12.2.7 of the ICZN 
(1999). As in the case of Ptychodus schlotheimii Agassiz, 
1834, the nomenclatural act of Sternberg (1829) implies 
the establishment of a new genus (Buffonites Sternberg, 
1829), which represents a senior but forgotten subjective 
synonym of Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834. Based on Article 
23.9.1 of the Code, Brignon (2015) declared the reversal 
of priority of Ptychodus mammillaris Agassiz, 1835 
(nomen protectum) over Buffonites undulatus Sternberg, 
1829 and Buffonites knorrii Sternberg, 1829 (both nomina 
oblita), considering invalid also von Sternberg’s (1829) 

nomenclatural act of establishing the genus Buffonites. 
Brignon (2015) did not explicitly declare the reversal of 
precedence of Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 over Buffonites 
Sternberg, 1829; for this reason, we deem it necessary 
to propose herein such nomenclatural act with the aim 
to complete and better formalize the reassessment of 
Ptychodus undertaken by Brignon (2015).

In fact, all the conditions are met allowing a reversal 
of precedence of Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 over Buffonites 
Sternberg, 1829 under Article 23.9.1. of the ICZN (1999). 
Buffonites has not been used as a valid genus since 1899. 
Even before 1899, Agassiz (1839), Reuss (1845) and 
Bronn (1848) already had moved Buffonites knorrii to 
Ptychodus knorrii. Conversely, since its introduction, the 
genus Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 became a widely used 
name and has been used as a valid name in more than 25 
publications, published by at least ten authors during the 
past 50 years and encompassing a span of not less than ten 
years (conditions 23.9.1.2; see Appendix 1 in the Online 
Supplementary Material).

Thus, we declare Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 as valid, 
qualifying it as nomen protectum, whereas the genus 
name Buffonites Sternberg, 1829 is declared as invalid, 
qualifying it as nomen oblitum.

CONCLUSIONS

The correct date in which the genus Ptychodus 
Agassiz has been established is 1834. The type species 
of Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 is Ptychodus schlotheimii 
Agassiz, 1834 (nomen oblitum), a senior synonym of 
Ptychodus latissimus Agassiz, 1835 (nomen protectum). 
The genus Ptychodus Agassiz, 1834 is herein declared 
nomen protectum over its senior synonym Buffonites 
Sternberg, 1829 (nomen oblitum).

SUPPLEMENTARY ONLINE MATERIAL

All the Supplementary data of this work are available 
on the BSPI website at http://paleoitalia.org/archives/
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