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When describing a feather mite species Ptero-
lichus digamus (Pterolichidae) from the Eurasian 
coot Fulica atra Linnaeus (Gruiformes: Rallidae) 
(type host), Mégnin and Trouessart (1884: 382) 
recognized in this species two “forms” of females 
and only one form of males. The first form, 1re 
forme de femelle fécondée, had a bluntly rounded 
opisthosoma (Mégnin and Trouessart, 1884: fig. 
48e), and the second form, 2me forme de femelle 
fécondée, had a conical median extension (Mé-
gnin and Trouessart, 1884: fig. 48c, d). One year 
later, Trouessart (1885: 117) realized that he actu-
ally dealt with two different species and proposed 
new names for both. The mite species correspond-
ing to the 1re forme de femelle fécondée was given 
a name Pterolichus fulicae Trouessart, 1885; the 
mite corresponding to the 2me forme de femelle 
fécondée and the only form of male was named 
Pterolichus proctogamus Trouessart, 1885. Cur-
rently, these species belong to two different gen-
era: Grallobia fulicae (Trouessart, 1885) and 
Grallolichus proctogamus (Trouessart, 1885) 
(Gaud and Mouchet 1963; Gaud 1968).

Trouessart (1885) did not retain the oldest 
name “digamus” for any of the two species, creat-
ing nomenclatorial instability, because one of the 
two names proposed in 1885 should be a junior 
synonym of digamus. Nevertheless this nomencla-
torial action has been accepted by all subsequent 
investigators (e.g. Berlese 1898; Canestrini and 
Kramer 1899; Dubinin 1956; Gaud and Till, 1961; 

Gaud 1968). The name digamus has never been 
used as a valid name since its original proposal 
(Mégnin and Trouessart 1884) for any of the two 
species, thus the condition of Article 23.9.1.1 of 
the acting Code (ICZN 1999) is met, while the 
names fulicae and proctogamus were used in all 
subsequent publications since 1885 (Radford 
1953; Dubinin 1956; Gaud 1960, 1968; Gaud and 
Till 1961; Gaud and Mouchet 1963). However, the 
number of published works, where the names fuli-
cae and proctogamus were used, did not in exceed 
25 works of 10 different authors in the immediate 
preceding 50 years, and therefore the conditions 
of Article 23.9.1.2 are not met. The low number of 
citations reflects the limited number of feather 
mite experts who was working in this area in the 
past 50 years. However, in two past decades, gen-
eral interest in feather mites grows, as many of 
them are economically important parasites (Coll-
off et al. 1997; Buim et al. 2013) and are of evolu-
tionary interest, were extolled as model organisms 
in coevolutionary studies (Dabert 2005; Klimov 
and OConnor 2008) and offering important clues 
for reconstruction of the early evolutionary histo-
ry of house dust mites as their relatives (Klimov 
and OConnor 2013). The stability of zoological 
nomenclature is threatened because of the exis-
tence of the valid older name digamus, which can 
be chosen for the name of one of the currently 
used names, fulicae and proctogamus, by the ac-
tion of a first reviser.
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ABSTRACT: The original description of the feather mite Pterolichus digamus Mégnin et Trouessart, 1884 (Pterolichidae) from 
the Eurasian coot Fulica atra Linnaeus (Gruiformes: Rallidae) was based on two different species. When this matter was found, 
Trouessart (1885) ignored the name Pterolichus digamus and proposed new names for these two species: Pterolichus fulicae 
Trouessart, 1885 and Pterolichus proctogamus Trouessart, 1885, — currently Grallobia fulicae (Trouessart, 1885) and Gral-
lolichus proctogamus (Trouessart, 1885), respectively. This taxonomic action was accepted by all subsequent investigators of 
feather mites, despite the existence of the senior name P. digamus, which can render either P. fulicae or P. proctogamus a junior 
synonym, and hence invalid. Therefore, to maintain the stability of zoological nomenclature is necessary to treat the senior name, 
P. digamus, as a nomen oblitum. This action would require satisfying the conditions of two articles of the ICZN Code. One of 
them is met: a senior synonym has not been used as a valid name after 1899 (Article 23.9.1.1); but because the junior synonyms 
have not been mentioned in a sufficient number of works (Article 23.9.1.2), the second condition can not be met. Under these 
circumstances (Article 23.9.3) we will apply to the Commission for a ruling under the plenary power to maintain the current use 
of the junior synonyms and suppress the older name P. digamus. The junior synonyms, Pterolichus fulicae Trouessart, 1885 and 
Pterolichus proctogamus Trouessart, 1885, will be treated as valid names (nomina protecta) and the name Pterolichus digamus 
Mégnin et Trouessart, 1884 as a nomen oblitum. 
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To maintain the stability of Zoological no-
menclature, I suggest, according to Article 23.9.3, 
to refer the described matter to the Commission 
for a ruling under the plenary power. In my opin-
ion it would be justified to maintain the prevailing 
usage for both junior synonyms: to declare the 
name Pterolichus digamus Mégnin et Trouessart, 
1884 as nomen oblitum and the names Pterolichus 
fulicae Trouessart, 1885 (current combination 
Grallobia fulicae (Trouessart, 1885)) and Pteroli-
chus proctogamus Trouessart, 1885 (current com-
bination Grallolichus proctogamus (Trouessart, 
1885)) as nomina protecta. The code stipulates 
maintaining the current usage of these names, P. 
fulicae and P. proctogamus, while this case is 
pending in the Commission.
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