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A chronological review of polychaete taxonomy in
New Zealand

Christopher J. Glasby & Geoffrey B. Read*

All Polychaeta (Annelida) described from New Zealand in the 19th and early 20th
Century are reviewed 1n an historical sequence from the first species described — the
serpulid Vermetus carmmiferus Gray, 1843, which was inadvertently classified as a
vermetid mollusc — to Dawbima aucklandica, a species of problematical 1dentity
described by W B Benham 1n hus last paper We organise the scattered information on
purported New Zealand endemic polychaetes and their type localities, update information
on the type repositories, and tabulate all taxonomic references to extralimital species up
to 1950 In comparison, taxa named since 1950 are less enigmatic and we briefly
summarise taxonomic effort during this pertod We also tabulate New Zealand taxa
described 1n the last two decades since the most recent catalogue Based on this
taxonomic review we conservatively estimate the diversity of New Zealand’s polychaete
fauna as 53 tamilies, 243 genera/subgenera and 471 species/subspecies, however, we
recognise that the number of genera and, n particular, species will increase greatly
following taxonomic revisions presently underway, or planned

Keywords Polychaeta, taxonomy New Zealand historical teview checklist

INTRODUCTION

The correct taxonomy of a species and knowledge of its Linnean classification 1s not only a
means of identification but also essential to provide a key to knowledge of the animal through
the Iiterature (Kendrick 1994) Taxonomic studies form the very basis of the current emphasis
on documenting biodiversity, and in order to practice taxonomy, particularly the evaluation
of taxonomic names, one requires a thorough knowledge of past research, even 1f for New
Zealand biota that means beginning with “badly preserved and labelled specimens dating
from the time of Mozart [and] the Boston Tea Party” (Whitehead 1969 162) Taxonomic
studies of New Zealand polychaetes, and consequently ecological research also, are hindered
by maccessibility of older taxonomuc literature, poor descriptions, and the uncertain existence
and location of type material Type specimens (especially primary types) are the standaid
reference point to which taxonomists turn for evaluating names and testing taxonomic
hypotheses The brevity of many early descriptions, for example those of Baird and
Quatrefages, means that species 1dentity can only be determined by re-examination of type
material

Much of the taxonomic literature on New Zealand polychaete worms was presented m
German or Damsh publications held in few New Zealand libraries Additionally, early
polychaete systematists usually applied the names of familiar Northern Hemisphere species
to similar New Zealand forms, all of these names need to be re-evaluated using modemn
systematic techniques to compare type matertal (or material from the type locality) with
material of the corresponding New Zealand namesake To facilitate this task we provide
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