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Monvillea is one of several genera created by Britton 
and Rose (1920: 21) in their monograph The Cacta-
ceae, for a group of South American species which 
had previously been included in Cereus. 

The genus Cereus, which originally included 
all cacti with cylindrical stems, mostly ribbed, was 
gradually divided in accordance with advances in 
knowledge of the floral and fruit structures, seeds, 
etc. Those separations were made mostly at the end 
of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th 
[notably by Schumann (1898) and Berger (1905), 
as subgenera, and by Riccobono (1909) and Brit-
ton and Rose (1920), at the generic level]. Accord-

ing to the new concepts, Cereus was restricted to 
South American plants, mostly arborescent, with 
erect stems, mostly 6–11 (rarely less) deep ribs, 
nocturnal ephemeral flowers without scales or re-
lictuals, and the perianth deciduous after bloom-
ing; the seeds are big for the subfamily, and very 
rugose, and the stamens are borne along a great 
part of the tube, starting very near the nectary 
chamber (Buxbaum 1968a). 

Britton and Rose (1920) distinguished Monvil-
lea (Fig. 1) by its smaller stems, prostrate or semi-
erect, its thicket-forming habit, flowers with small 
scales, the withering of the perianth on the ovary, 
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Figure 1. Monvillea cavendishii plant (field photo taken in Tobatí, Paraguay).
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and the small smooth seeds. The number of ribs 
varies according to the group, some having 5–10, 
others 3–5; in fact, 3-ribbed plants are rare, and 
a plant with a 3-ribbed stem develops one or two 
more ribs as it grows, such that a transverse section 
of the stem may be triangular, quadrangular or pen-
tagonal. Stamens are borne near the upper/distal 
extremity of the floral tube, and not on the more 
proximal parts of the tube.

As the type species of Monvillea, Britton and Rose 
designate Cereus cavendishii Monville (Fig. 2), a spe-
cies described as originating from Cartagena, Colom-
bia, where it has not been found again and probably 
never occurred. The description closely corresponds 
to that of a common species of the Chaco area of Ar-
gentina, Paraguay and Bolivia (Zuloaga and Morrone 
2008), which also occurs in southern Brazil (Taylor 
and Zappi 2004: 498, as Praecereus saxicola); and all 
the literature from its description in 1840 up to 1988 
refers to that species, too. The diagnosis of C. caven-
dishii matches well with this, and the main objections 
are: (1) the place of origin, which could be a simple 
mistake, or, as suggested by Heath (1992), could refer 
to the port from which the plant was exported to Eu-

rope; and (2) the sole morphological objection is the 
number of ribs, indicated as “4–6”, whereas the spe-
cies to which this name is applied has mostly 5–9. 

After the establishment of the genus Monvillea 
with seven species by Britton and Rose, several more 

species have been added. Backeberg (1960: 2292-
2314) recognized 16 species (all from South Ameri-
ca), grouped in three subgenera, having in common 
the shrubby habit, often ascending stems, scaly flow-
ers and small shiny seeds. The differences among 
Backeberg’s subgenera involve the sizes and propor-
tions of flowers and fruits. 

Some years later the morphologist F. Buxbaum 
described the genus Praecereus, with species segre-
gated from Monvillea and Cephalocereus, but pub-
lished more or less simultaneously a paper (Buxbaum 
1968a) pointing out his concept about the differ-
ences among Cereus, Monvillea and Praecereus. There 
he offers a key to differentiate the latter three genera, 
based principally on the place of insertion of the sta-
mens on the floral tube, the form and surface of the 
nectaries, and the proportions of the floral tube. He 
considered the three genera as from three different 
lineages (see also Buxbaum 1968b).

David Hunt (1988), citing a comment of F. Rit-
ter (1979), who likewise took that opinion from 
Weingart (1914), argued that it was possible that 
the Cereus cavendishii description corresponds to 
an (indeterminate) species of Acanthocereus (Fig. 
3). This can be objected to on the grounds that 
the Acanthocereus species have few ribs (typically 
3, rarely 4, except for very young stems, which can 
have a higher number that is later reduced), which 
are very acute, to the extent that they are charac-
terized as “winged” (Britton and Rose 1920), or 

“wing-like” (Hunt et al. 2006). That means trans-
verse sections of Acanthocereus stems show mark-
edly narrow ribs with acute points corresponding 
to the sharp ridges of the elevated ribs—as op-
posed to the ribs being lower, thicker and obtuse 
as in the case of Cereus cavendishii. Hunt’s (1988) 
argument was vague [“If, as seems very probable 
(although …)”], not documented by herbarium 
material, nor accompanied by the typification of 
the name Cereus cavendishii. Instead of such docu-
mented evidence, Hunt (op. cit.) continues arguing 
about the nomenclatural inconvenience of using 
the name Monvillea at the subgeneric level, when 
its species are included in Cereus. He considers all 
the previous species of Monvillea as Cereus (under 
the subgenus Ebneria). When Hunt attempts to 
promote the putative pertinence of Cereus caven-
dishii to Acanthocereus, he fails to note the great 
contradiction between the obtuse ribs (“extrême-
ments obtuses”) described originally, and the very 
acute (winged) ribs of all the Acanthocereus species. 

A few years later, Heath (1992) reviewed the 
matter, and noted the coincidence between the 
original description and the plant to which the 
name Cereus (or Monvillea) cavendishii has been 
applied. Then, Heath typified that name with 
a relatively old illustration. That plate (Hooker 

Figure 2. Facsimile of the original description of Cereus 
cavendishii (Monville 1840).
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1899; see Fig. 4) shows a plant named “Cereus pax-
tonianus Monv. ex Salm-Dyck”, but brings into 
the text—as a synonym—the name Cereus cav-
endishii (a name 10 years older, which therefore 
must be used in accordance with the rule of pri-
ority). Heath also points out in the introduction 
that the number of ribs indicated by Monville in 
the original description of Cereus cavendishii (4–6) 
is low for Monvillea cavendishii (mostly with 5–9 
ribs), but too high for any Acanthocereus (mostly 
3 ribs). Apart from the number of ribs, as men-
tioned, the main morphological objection to the 
argument that the description of Cereus caven-
dishii refers to an Acanthocereus, is that the ribs of 
the former are thick and obtuse, whereas those of 
the latter are very narrow and acute.

In the original description of Cereus paxtonia-
nus, Salm-Dyck (1850) suggested it as a possible 
variety of C. cavendishii, and in the description 
of the latter species the number of ribs is changed 
from 4–6 to “5–6”. Salm-Dyck and Monville were 
contemporaries, who may have had some relations 
or collaboration, and thereby access to the same 
plants, although there is no reference to that in 
Hoffmann’s (2009a, 2009b) publications on Salm-
Dyck. 

With Heath’s (1992) designation of the nomen-
clatural type for Cereus cavendishii, the original 
sense of the genus Monvillea is clear and cannot 
be disputed. The rejection of a typification can be 
done only if it is in serious conflict with the proto-
logue, which is not the case here, and additionally, 
that designation is in keeping with the traditional 
and consistent usage. Although the nomenclatural 
activity of Heath is controversial, in this case his ar-
guments are solid. In fact, neither Hunt nor Taylor 
made any formal rejection of Heath’s typification; 
they just ignored it. 

In 1997 N. Taylor published (in Cactaceae Con-
sensus Initiatives, privately published by D. Hunt) a 
note of three pages wherein 38 new combinations 
are made (Fig. 5). Among them he transfers Cereus 
euchlorus F.A.C. Weber (including four subspecies) to 
Praecereus Buxbaum; also assigned to Praecereus was 
Cereus saxicola Morong, a name always considered to 
be a synonym of Cereus cavendishi. That publication 
fulfils the nomenclatural requirements at that mo-
ment, but Taylor gives no explanation of the reasons 
for the changes made. In a previous paper, Hunt and 
Taylor (1992) refer to Ebneria and Mirabella as sub-
genera of Cereus, but only marginally mention Prae-
cereus.

In 2006 D. Hunt and collaborators published a 
great work covering in a synoptic way all the Cac-
taceae accepted by them; a work which fortunately 
put some order in the family taxonomy, where 
over the last nine decades—i.e., since the work 
of Britton and Rose—many people have pub-
lished with diverse criteria, resulting in a true chaos. 

In that work, Hunt et al. (2006) do not in-
clude Monvillea as a genus, but do include Praece-
reus, with only two species—the two combined by 

N. Taylor (1997)—while including in Cereus other 
species which had been considered to be in Monvil-
lea by others (Backeberg 1960, for instance). That 
is not understandable, because the differences be-
tween Cereus in the narrow sense and those inclu-
sions [for instance, Monvillea spegazzinii (F.A.C. 
Weber) Br. et Rose] are greater than the differences 
between those species and the two species trans-
posed into Praecereus. 

If the Monvillea species with low rib numbers (4–
5), long flowers, and stamens at the upper part of the 
tube are considered distinct enough to justify their 
separation from the “Praecereus” species, they would 
be more appropriately placed in Mirabella, a genus 
described by Ritter in 1979, than in Cereus.

Figure 3. Facsimile of an excerpt of Hunt’s 1988 Bradleya 
note where the identity of C. cavendishii is discussed. 
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Figure 4. Facsimile of the 1899 plate designated by Heath as the nomenclatural type of Cereus cavendishii from 
Curtis’s Botanical Magazine 125: t. 7648, with the name Cereus paxtonianus, but having as a synonym Cereus 
cavendishii in the text. 
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For the sake of 
clarity, below are list-
ed the main synonyms 
of Monvillea caven-
dishii (Monville) Brit-
ton & Rose, The Cac-
taceae 3: 21. 1920. 

Basionym: Cereus
cavendishii Monville,
Hort. Univ. 1: 219. 
1840. Neotype, des-
ignated by Heath 
(1992): Plate 7648 
in Curtis’s Botanical 
Magazine 125. 1899. 
Epitype, designated 
here: Argentina, prov. 
Corrientes, dpto. Em-
pedrado, estancia La 
Yela, 27-XI-1983, leg. 
T.M. Pedersen 13651 
(SI!). As T.M. Peder-
sen was accustomed 
to depositing a du-
plicate of each of his 
specimens at C, and 
because his private 
herbarium is now part 
of CTES, it would 
appear likely that there could be duplicates (Iso-epi-
types) at both herbaria.

Cereus paxtonianus Monville ex Salm Dyck, Cact. 
Hort. Dyck. 1849: 211. 1850. Type: not designated.

Cereus saxicola Morong, Anals. N.Y. Acad. Sci. 7: 
121. 1893.

Eriocereus cavendishii (Monv.) Riccobono, Boll. 
Real Orto Bot. Palermo 8: 239. 1909. 

Monvillea saxicola (Morong) A. Berger, Kakteen: 
343. 1929. Type: Paraguay, Morong s.n. (NY).

Praecereus saxicola (Morong) N. P. Taylor, Cacta-
ceae Consensus Initiatives 3: 10. 1997. 

The species from the same area with close af-
finity to Monvillea cavendishii (Monville) Britton 
& Rose are (1) Monvillea euchlora (K. Schum.) 
Backeb., a tall tree-like plant of wide distribution 
in South American forests, with flowers relatively 
short and stout, and (2) Monvillea krapovickiana R. 
Kiesling (2010), a sparsely branched low shrub with 
a tendency to be scandent, with long thin flowers, 
from Chaco environments. 
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