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ABSTRACT . Morphological, chemical, cytological, and

genetic data have indicated that kava (Piper methys-
ticum G. Forster, Piperaceae), a vegetatively propa-
gated plant found only in cultivation, was derived from
the wild P. wichmannii C. DC. through artificial

selection, and that the two taxa remain similar enough
to be considered conspecific. A previous attempt to
recognize P. wichmannii (which may also be conspe-
cific with P. subbullatum K. Schumann & Lauterbach)

as a variety of P. methysticum was not validly
published owing to failure to cite the place of
publication of the basionym. The combination Piper
methysticum var. wichmannii (C. DC.) Lebot is herein

validated.
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Piper methysticum G. Forster (Piperaceae), com-
monly known as kava, is cultivated for its kavalac-
tone-containing roots, which are the source of

a traditional beverage of the Pacific Islands, and
more recently, of phytomedicinals used to alleviate
anxiety. Piper methysticum is vegetatively propagated
and sterile. Several lines of evidence indicate that it is

derived from the wild P. wichmannii C. DC., which is
occasionally cultivated as an inferior form of kava.
Piper wichmannii is fertile and has longer inflores-
cences and woodier roots, but is otherwise morpho-

logically very similar to P. methysticum (Lebot &
Lévesque, 1989). Both taxa are decaploid (2n 5 130;
Lebot et al., 1991). Piper wichmannii is the only
known wild taxon that contains significant quantities

of kavalactones, as does P. methysticum, and some
wild forms of P. wichmannii have a chemotype
identical to that of certain P. methysticum cultivars
(Lebot & Lévesque, 1996a). An isozyme study (Lebot

et al., 1991) found no fixed differences between the
two taxa; genetic diversity was limited, especially in
P. methysticum. Representatives of P. wichmannii and
P. methysticum from Vanuatu shared identical

zymotypes (Lebot et al., 1991), supporting the

hypothesis that cultivation of P. methysticum may

have originated on Vanuatu.

According to Chew (1992), Piper wichmannii is

among several taxa that should be placed in synonymy
under P. subbullatum Lauterbach & K. Schumann
based on morphological similarities. Gardner (2003)

additionally placed the New Guinean P. plagiophyl-
lum K. Schumann & Lauterbach (which has truncate
rather than cordate leaf bases) in synonymy with P.

subbullatum. Chew’s treatment significantly expands
the range of the wild progenitor of kava: while P.

wichmannii has been reported only from New Guinea,
the Bismarck Archipelago, the Solomon Islands, and
Vanuatu, P. subbullatum sensu Chew, including P.

lageniovarium C. DC., extends into Irian Jaya and the
Philippines. However, no chemical or cytological
studies of this assemblage are available, except for

those that used material of P. wichmannii. The
opinion that P. subbullatum sensu Chew represents

a single species would, for example, be strengthened if
kavalactones were discovered in a broader variety of
populations.

In any case, Piper methysticum appears to be
merely a form of P. wichmannii (which may or may not
be conspecific with P. subbullatum) that has been

modified through domestication and artificial selec-
tion. Thus, these taxa should be treated as a single

species under P. methysticum (Forster, 1786), which
name has priority over both P. wichmannii (Candolle,
1910) and P. subbullatum (Schumann & Lauterbach,

1900). Because differences in reproductive biology
and phytochemical content are significant and of

economic importance, a formal distinction between
the wild and domesticated populations should be
preserved. Lebot in Lebot and Lévesque (1996b: 782)

therefore proposed the new combination ‘‘Piper
methysticum var. wichmannii’’ to refer to the wild
progenitor of kava. That combination was not validly

published, because it did not include a ‘‘full and
direct’’ reference to the place of valid publication of

the basionym as required by Art. 33.3 of the ICBN
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(Greuter et al., 2000). The same combination is
validated below.

Piper methysticum G. Forster var. wichmannii (C.
DC.) Lebot, comb. et stat. nov. Basionym: Piper
wichmannii C. DC., Nova Guinea 8(Bot.) (2):
418. 1910. TYPE: New Guinea. West New
Guinea: Côte du Nord, Atasrip 39 [Exped.
Wichmann] (holotype, L; isotype, BO, not seen).

Further synonymy, according to Chew (1972, 1992)
and Gardner (2003), includes Piper subbullatum K.
Schumann & Lauterbach, P. plagiophyllum K.
Schumann & Lauterbach, P. torricellense Lauterbach
in K. Schumann & Lauterbach, P. grandispicum C.
DC., P. lageniovarium C. DC., P. erectum C. DC., P.
schlechteri C. DC., P. anisopleurum C. DC., P.
pergrande C. DC., and P. arbuscula Trelease. The
present authors have not re-examined the types, but
suggest that chemical and cytological data to support
a broad circumscription would be desirable, most
particularly where P. lageniovarium and P. plagio-
phyllum are concerned, as the former is geographi-
cally separated and the latter morphologically dis-
tinctive. As a side note, P. methysticum G. Forster has
been identified as a later homonym of P. methysticum
L. f., which, though intended to refer to kava, seems to
have been mistakenly based upon material of P.
latifolium L. f. However, Linnaeus fils (1781)
corrected the name to P. latifolium in a page of
emendations simultaneously published at the end of
the volume, conceivably because he had discovered
the error. Fosberg (1966) and Smith (1975) have
plausibly argued that P. methysticum L. f. was not
‘‘accepted by the author in the original publication’’ as
required by Art. 34.1 of the ICBN (Greuter et al.,
2000) and thus was not validly published, so that no
action to conserve P. methysticum in its universal
meaning is required.
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Lebot, V. & J. Lévesque. 1989. The origin and distribution of
kava (Piper methysticum Forest. f., Piperaceae): A
phytochemical approach. Allertonia 5: 223–280.

——— & ———. 1996a. Genetic control of kavalactone
chemotypes in Piper methysticum cultivars. Phytochemis-
try 43: 397–403.

——— & ———. 1996b. Evidence for conspecificity of
Piper methysticum Forst. f. and Piper wichmannii C. DC.
Biochem. Syst. Ecol. 24: 775–782.

———, M. Aradhya & R. M. Manshardt. 1991. Geo-
graphical survey of genetic variation in kava. Pacific Sci.
45(2): 169–185.

Linnaeus, C. 1781. Supplementum plantarum Systematis
vegetabilium editionis decimae tertiae, Generum plan-
tarum editionis sextae, et Specierum plantarum editionis
secunda. Impensis Orphanotrophei, Braunschweig.

Schumann, K. & K. Lauterbach. 1900. Die Flora der
Deutschen Schutzgebiete in der Südsee. Gebrüder Born-
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