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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 in an historical sequence from the first species described - the
serpuhd Vermetus cariniferus Gray, 1843, which was inadvertently classified as a
vermetid mollusc - to Dawbinia aucklandica, a species of problematical identity
described by W B Benham in his 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 extrahmital species up
to 1950 In comparison, taxa named since 1950 are less enigmatic and we briefly
summarise taxonomic effort during this period We also tabulate New Zealand taxa
described in 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 5"? families, 243 genera/subgenera and 471 species/subspecies, however, we
recognise that the number ot genera and, in particular, species will increase greatly
following taxonomic revisions presently underway, or planned
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INTRODUCTION

The correct taxonomy of a species and knowledge of its Lmnean classification is not only a
means of identification but also essential to provide a key to knowledge of the animal through
the literature (Kendnck 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 if 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 inaccessibility of older taxonomic literature, poor descnptions, 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 identity 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 Danish 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 modern
systematic techniques to compare type material (or material from the type locality) with
material of the corresponding New Zealand namesake To facilitate this task we provide
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information on the type locality for each species when available and the likely repository of
the type specimen, especially the New Zealand endemics.

We tabulate all Linnean names applied to New Zealand polychaetes up to and including
1950, including the critically important names which refer to the new species described from
New Zealand material. The mid century cut-off represents the end of an era of pioneering
taxonomic studies with Benham's last paper published in 1950; for a period of about 20 years
up to 1950 there were almost no additions to the literature. We have not attempted to update
all names applicable to New Zealand polychaetes that have been published since 1950, since
we believe that addressing this considerable task is less urgent and can best be accomplished
during family revisions either currently underway or planned. The names up to 1950 have
been updated for genera as far as possible from existing literature, but may similarly await
definitive revision at species level. In addition, we review the polychaete diversity in New
Zealand by providing a list of all new taxa and new substantiated records of polychaete
species from New Zealand waters since the checklist of Day & Hutchings (1979). We do not
consider the fossil polychaetes, which are summarised by Fleming (1971, 1974), nor the
putative polychaete family, Siboglinidae, which has recently been revived to subsume the
phylum Pogonophora (Rouse & Fauchald 1997).

In terms of geographic coverage, the greater New Zealand region under consideration
includes the Kermadecs to Campbell Islands and Chatham Islands to the Challenger Plateau,
the latter region bordering the Tasman Basm. Apart from coastal areas this region also
includes the continental shelf and slope, submarine trenches exceeding 6 000 m water depth,
ridges and seamounts. Macquarie Island and Ridge are excluded.

FIRST POLYCHAETE TAXONOMIC STUDIES
The arrival of James Cook's ship Endeavour in 1769 marked the beginning of European-
style zoological study in New Zealand. Perhaps fortunately, in light of the confusion in other
groups (Whitehead 1969), there is no surviving record of the polychaetes encountered during
Cook's three voyages, although it is possible that they were at least incidentally represented
by calcareous tubes on shells or amongst the spirit-preserved material returned to England.
Much of this material was scattered, dried or lost (Gray 1843: 178). During the next century
there were numerous expeditions and naturalists from many nations exploring the shores and
finding new animals (Putnam 1977; Andrews 1986), but scant regard was paid to the lowly
worms. It was to be more than seventy years after Cook, and eighty-five years after the
appearance of the first valid polychaete worm binomial (Linnaeus 1758), before a taxonomic
description of a New Zealand polychaete was published.

The beginnings were not auspicious, since the first polychaete described scientifically was
classified as a vermetid mollusc. Calcareous-tubed polychaetes had once been included in the
molluscs, but by this time the separation was not in doubt. The specimen, now referred to
Spirobranchus cariniferus, was very briefly described by British Museum zoologist J.E.
Gray in 1843 in the Fauna of New Zealand under the name of Vermetus cariniferus (Gray
1843), and only later figured with the H.M.S Erebus & Terror New Zealand Mollusca by
Smith (1874). It was collected by the New Zealand Company's naturalist Dr Ernst Dieffenbach
at Parengarenga Harbour in 1841 and today is recognised as one of New Zealand's most
common and familiar intertidal animals. Smith (1874: 3) did not report the type specimen as
being in the Natural History Museum, London (formerly British Museum, Natural History),
and it is not listed in the Registers or card catalogue (A. Muir, pers. comm.). Usually known
under the name Pomatoceros caeruleus (Schmarda, 1861), the species is now placed in the
serpulid genus Spirobranchus (fide ten Hove), and 'cariniferus' has taxonomic precedence
as noted by Baird (1865b). In the same publication Gray described a second species,
Spirorbis zelandica (Serpulidae: Spirorbinae) found on the shells of a Patella sp. from Great
Barrier Island. Type material of this species is also not listed in the card catalogue of the
Natural History Museum (A. Muir, pers. comm.) and may be presumed lost. The original


