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Abstract
Although the issue of classifying Abies alba woodlands has been tackled by many authors, the greatest influ-
ence had a trend-setting work of Braun-Blanquet (Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939): he described the suballiance 
Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl et al. 1939. Another important conception was created later by Oberdorfer 
(1957) who later (1962) differentiated suballiances Galio-Abietenion and Vaccinio-Abietenion. The main dif-
ference concerns the syntaxonomical approach to Abies woodlands: according to Braun-Blanquet, the pres-
ence (or dominance) of Abies alba is not evaluated separately: montane coniferous forests with the relevant 
character species are classified into the suballiance Abieti-Piceenion, meant as opposite to the subalpine co-
niferous forests. By contrast, Oberdorfer treated woodlands with the high abundance/dominance of Abies 
alba and natural absence of Fagus sylvatica as distinct types of syntaxa and divided further the montane Abies 
woodlands according to their phytocoenotic differences. These two fundamental conceptions were used al-
ternatively by various authors, and not always in accordance with the original authors’ intention. Therefore 
it is important to draw the attention of phytosociologists to differences resulting from the syntaxonomical 
concept chosen. 
Key words: Abies alba woodlands, Abietion albae, Abieti-Piceenion, Fagetalia sylvaticae, Galio-Abietenion, Vaccinio-
Abietenion.

Izvleček
Čeprav so se s problematiko klasifikacije gozdov bele jelke ukvarjali številni avtorji, pa je bilo najvplivnejše 
delo Braun-Blanqueta (Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939), ki je opisal podzvezo Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl et 
al. 1939. Drugi pomembni koncept je predstavil Oberdorfer (1957) in kasneje leta (1962) ločil podzvezi Ga-
lio-Abietenion in Vaccinio-Abietenion. Glavna razlika je v sintaksonomski uvrstitvi gozdov bele jelke: po Braun-
Blanquetu prisotnost (ali dominanca) ni posebej ovrednotena, saj so montanski gozdovi iglavcev za razliko 
od subalpinskih z značilnimi vrstami uvrščeni v podzvezo Abieti-Piceenion. Nasprotno je Oberdorfer uvrstil 
gozdove z visoko abundanco/dominanco bele jelke (Abies alba) in naravno odsotnostjo bukve (Fagus sylvati-
ca) kot dva ločena sintaksona in nato členil montanske jelove gozdove glede na fitocenološke razlike. Ta dva 
osnovna koncepta so izmenično uporabljali številni avtorji, vendar ne vedno v skladu z izvirnimi opisi avtor-
jev. Zato je pomembno opozoriti fitocenologe na razlike med tema dvema sintaksonomskima konceptoma. 
Ključne besede: gozdovi bele jelke, Abietion albae, Abieti-Piceenion, Fagetalia sylvaticae, Galio-Abietenion, Vaccinio-
Abietenion.
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1. Introduction

In the frame of the syntaxonomical classification of 
Central European forest communities, the assess-
ment of phytocoenoses with abundant/dominant 
Abies alba has a special place. The variety of inter-

pretations concerning the original conceptions of 
higher syntaxa with considerable participation of 
Abies alba is the appropriate subject for an overview 
(1) of the history of those syntaxa given together 
with remarks on (2) approaches to their syntaxo-
nomical classification and (3) their nomenclature. 
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2. Methods

Author citations of syntaxa are given only in rele-
vant cases. Plant names follow the list of Marhold et 
al. (1998). Nomenclatural assessment relies on the 
Code of phytosociological nomenclature (Weber 
et al. 2000). Comments are given only on are only 
problems concerning the conceptions of content 
and use of syntaxa with a considerable participa-
tion of Abies alba on the rank of suballiance/alli-
ance and their nomenclature. Here I refer only to 
essential studies concerning European vegetation 
that set important trends of classification of Abies 
alba woodlands for other phytosociological works.

3. Results and discussion

3.1  The two conceptions in the literature

The history of higher-ranked syntaxa comprising 
phytocoenoses with abundant Abies alba or its pre-
dominance in the canopy of coniferous woodlands 
in Central European begins with, and is greatly in-
fluenced by, the work of Braun-Blanquet who de-
scribed the suballiance “Abieto-Piceion Br.-Bl. 1939” 
(Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939: 13). Based on the con-
cept of “character species”, all coniferous wood-
lands with Picea abies, Abies alba, Pinus sylvestris etc. 
were included in the class Vaccinio-Piceetea Br.-Bl. in 
Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 together with a large number of 
non-forest syntaxa (cf. Br.-Bl. et al. 1939). Central 
European coniferous forests of (high) mountain 
ranges of the Alps, Carpathians etc. were divided 
within the alliance Vaccinio-Piceion into two subal-
liances: (1) “Unterverband Abieto-Piceion Br.-Bl. 
1939” and (2) “Unterverband Rhodoreto-Vaccinion 
Br.-Bl. 1926” (Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939: 13, 21).

Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939) confined the sub-
alliance Rhododendro-Vaccinienion to the subalpine 
vegetation belt of the Central European mountains 
(Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939: 21). [Note that the 
term “subalpine belt” follows there the conception 
of German-speaking authors.] Thus it contained 
besides dwarf-shrub communities also coniferous 
forest communities, mostly “pure” subalpine Picea 
abies woodlands as well as woodlands with admix-
ture (or dominance) of Pinus cembra, Larix decidua, 
Pinus mugo, Pinus uncinata Ramond (cf. Businský 
1999). Such woods [with dominating Picea abies, 
Pinus cembra, Larix decidua (below the upper for-
est limit)] are commonly assigned to the upper 
montane belt (or supramontane belt or else oreal 

belt) by Czech, Polish and Slovak geobotanists. 
Considering the included association Lophozio-Pi-
ceetum, Soldanello-Piceetum, Mastigobryo-Piceetum or 
“Listera cordata-Hylocomium umbratum-Assoziation” 
[described in Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939)], also 
Abies alba and Fagus sylvatica participated in the 
composition of these forest communities of the 
subalpine Rhododendro-Vaccinienion.

The suballiance Abieti-Piceenion was meant to 
continue in lower [i. e. “montane”] elevations be-
low the Rhododendro-Vaccinienion, with Abies alba 
and other “montane” species (Braun-Blanquet et 
al. 1939: 13, 10). Considering the synoptic tables 
of Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939: 16–21) it becomes 
clear that within the “Picea woodlands” a high abun-
dance (and sometimes even dominance) of Abies 
was possible. Also Fagus sylvatica appears frequently 
in the composition of stands of Abieti-Piceenion.

Further characteristics of Abieti-Piceenion and al-
so of Braun-Blanquet’s concept of the suballiance 
are given in Braun-Blanquet et al. (1954).

Oberdorfer (1957) used Braun-Blanquet’s sub-
alliance Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939, 
but classified it differently. Unlike Braun-Blanquet 
et al. (1939), Oberdorfer placed the suballiance 
among beech syntaxa of Fagetalia and Fagion. His 
concept of Abieti-Piceion was different as well, which 
is indicated also by the name of this unit: “Tan-
nenmischwälder (Fichten-Buchen-Tannenwälder” 
[mixed fir forests (spruce-beech-fir forests)] (Ober-
dorfer 1957: 507). This shift in interpretation be-
comes apparent also with regard to subordinated 
syntaxa of the unit. Oberdorfer divided mixed fir 
forests into two groups: (1) “Assoziationsgruppe 
artenarmer Tannenmischwälder” and (2) “Assozia-
tionsgruppe artenreicher Tannenmischwälder” 
(Oberdorfer 1957: 507, 510).

Although in an older work of Oberdorfer 
(1949a) the Abieti-Piceenion was listed within the 
Vaccinio-Piceion, this comment was added: “dazu 
kommt als Unterverband mit tannenreichen 
Mischwaldges. Abieto-Piceion (viel besser zum Fa-
gion)” (Oberdorfer 1949a: 17). Likewise Oberdor-
fer (1950) wrote: “Schließlich darf eine Übergangs-
gesellschaft vom Fichtenwald zum Buchenwald 
nicht unerwähnt bleiben. Sie nähert sich dem Pi-
ceeto-Abietetum praealpinum Oberd. 1949 im Abieto-
Piceion-Unterverband und zeigt schon die engsten 
Beziehungen zu den Gesellschaften des Fagion-
Verbandes, dem wir erwähnten Unterverband 
eher anschließen möchten als den Vaccinio-Piceion-
Gesellschaften (Oberdorfer 1949).” (Oberdorfer 
1950: 45). After all, Oberdorfer (1949b) assigned 
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the Abieto-Piceetum of Wutachschlucht (included in 
the “Abieto-Piceion-Unterverband”) directly to the 
“Fagion-Verband”.

Later, Oberdorfer (1962) diferentiated two new 
suballiances:
1.	 “Unterverband: Vaccinio-Abietion (Abieti-Piceion 

Br.-Bl. 39 p. p.), artenarme Tannen-Fichten-
wälder
Assoziationen: Luzulo-Abietetum Oberd. 57 (West
schwarzw.), Vaccinio vitis-idaeo-Abietetum (Reinh. 
44) Oberd. 57 (Ostschwarzw.)” [Oberdorfer 
(1962): 37; the class Vaccinio-Piceetea]; 

2.	 “Unterverband: Galio-Abietion (Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. 
39 p. p.), artenreiche Fichten-Tannenwälder
Assoziationen: Abietetum suevicum Oberd. 57 
(SFW), Pyrolo-Abietetum Oberd. 57 (Ba), Galio-
Abietetum nov. comb. (Galio-Piceetum Bartsch 40 
und Piceetum montanum Br.-Bl. 39 zusammenge-
faßt)“ [Oberdorfer (1962): 40; the class Querco-
Fagetea].
However, Oberdorfer did not give much addi-

tional information on the characteristics of these 
suballiances. Fortunately, the previous study of 
Oberdorfer (1957, see above) helps to clarify the 
picture. Therefore it seems that Oberdorfer de-
scribed new syntaxa and did not divide the Abieti-
Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 into his subal-
liances that were in fact defined independently of 
Braun-Blanquet’s conception (see below in chap-
ter 3.3). 

As early as 1963, Ellenberg adopted Oberdor-
fer’s suballiance Galio-Abietenion, where Ellenberg 
included mainly “subcontinental” Abies alba for-
ests, where Fagus sylvatica is absent due to climatic 
reasons (Ellenberg 1963: 260). Thus, he followed 
more or less the same conception as Oberdorfer 
(1957).

Soó (1963: 145) raised the original suballiance 
“Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. 39” to the rank of the alliance: 
Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 1963. 
More noticeable is the assigned phytocoenotic con-
tent, which can be inferred from Soó’s synonyms to 
Abieti-Piceion: 

“Syn.: Vaccinio-Piceion Br.-Bl. 38 Unterverb. 
Vaccinio-Abietion Oberd. 61, Fagion Luquet 26 Un-
terverb. Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl.) nach Hartmann und 
Oberdorfer, Oxalidion acetosellae Krajina 33 p. p.” 
(Soó 1963: 145).

Regarding the names, Soó understood the phy-
tocoenotic content of the alliance Abieti-Piceion 
equal to the Vaccinio-Abietion Oberdorfer 1962 
(using the form “Vaccinio-Abietion Oberd. 61”) or, 
according to the older version towards the suballi-

ance Abieti-Piceion in the concept of Hartmann and 
Oberdorfer [none of the relevant works is cited] 
included in Fagion sylvaticae Luquet 1926. The sub-
alliance Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 was not 
mentioned at all by Soó (1963).

Soó (1964: 285) repeated the raising of the Abi-
eti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 to the rank 
of alliance in the same form again and with the 
same synonyms.

Finally, Soó (1971: 177) expressed his concept 
of the former suballiance of Braun-Blanquet clear-
ly: “Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. 39 (Vaccinio-Abietion Oberd. 
57)”. However, the author citation “Oberdorfer 
1957” was incorrect.

Hadač (1965) described a new alliance Abie-
tion albae Březina et Hadač [in Hadač 1962] ex 
Hadač 1965 comprising fir-dominated woodlands 
of Northeastern Slovakia. According to him, such 
forests without Fagus sylvatica developed naturally 
in the region of the lee side of the Tatra Mountains 
with a continental climate (cf. Hadač 1965: Belian-
ske Tatry Mountains, Pieniny Mountains, Levočské 
vrchy Mountains). Hadač thus followed Oberdor-
fer (1957), but he treated the included Western 
Carpathian forest communities as a separated 
higher syntaxon equivalent to the Galio-Abietenion 
Oberdorfer 1962 (Hadač 1962: 592–593).

Oberdorfer et al. (1967) did not present many 
changes as compared with the earlier work of Ober-
dorfer (1962), but the description was somewhat 
more detailed:

“Unterverband: Galio-Abietion Oberd. 62 (Abieti-
Piceion Br.-Bl. 39 p. p.), artenreiche Fichten-Tan-
nenwälder höherer Lagen mit opt. Galium rotundi-
folium und Lonicera nigra.

Assoziationen:
–	 Galio-Abietetum Oberd. 62, Ostschwarzwald, östli-

ches Alpenvorland, Alpen, kalkarme (‘nadel-
holzförndende’) Böden oder subkontinentale 
Kaltlagen.

–	 Pyrolo-Abietetum Oberd. 57 (Abietetum melampyre-
tosum silvatici Kuoch 54) auf kalkhaltigen Ton-
böden.” (Oberdorfer et al. 1967: 58).
Within the Vaccinio-Abietenion, only some addi-

tional information to the included associations was 
given (Oberdorfer et al. 1967: 53).

Oberdorfer (1970) made only minor changes 
as compared to Oberdorfer (1962), Oberdorfer 
et al. (1967): the synonym “Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. 39 
p.p.” was assigned only to the suballiance Vaccinio- 
-Abietenion, but not to the Galio-Abietenion.

Abies woodlands were treated also by Ellenberg 
& Klötzli (1972). They included all forests with 
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abundant Abies alba (and without Fagus sylvatica) 
into a separate alliance Piceo-Abietion, “Verband der 
laubwaldähnlichen Fichten-Tannenwälder” (Ellen-
berg & Klötzli 1972: 925). The name was not validly 
published: 

Piceo-Abietion Ellenberg et Klötzli 1974, all. prov. 
(Art. 3b, Weber et al. 2000), original form of the 
name: “Piceo-Abietion prov.” – Ellenberg et Klötzli 
(1972: 925).

The alliance was not much used in later litera-
ture sources.

In his synopsis of vascular plant communities of 
Central Europe, Passarge (1978: 183) listed Abies 
alba-suballiances, although he did not refer to any 
of the original works:
1.	 “Vaccinio-Abietion Oberd. 62 em.”.
2.	 “Luzulo-Abietion (Br.-Bl. et Siss. 39) nom. nov. 

(Syn. Abieto-Piceion Br.-Bl. et Siss. 39 p. p.)”. It 
is clear that Passarge replaced the older name 
Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 by the 
new name Luzulo-Abietion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939) Passarge 1978. But according to my 
knowledge, there was no need to create a no-
men novum for the older name (cf. Art. 39: We-
ber et al. 2000).

3.	 “Oxalido-Abietion Brez. et Hadac 62 em. nom. 
nov.”. Here Passarge surely meant Abietion al-
bae Březina et Hadač in Hadač 1962, nom. nud. 
Since the rule for creating names with a change 
in rank is effective since 1979 (Weber et al. 
2000: 752), Passarge’s name Oxalido-Abietenion 
could be used, but would still remain not validly 
published (cf. Art. 2b: Weber et al. 2000).
In the frame of synopsis of the forest and scrub 

communities of Southern Germany edited by E. 
Oberdorfer, Seibert (1992: 63) indicated only one 
synonym for the Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 
1962: “Abieto-Piceion Br.-Bl. 39 in Br.-Bl. et al. 39 
p. p.”, and Müller (1992b: 233) synonymized the 
Galio rotundifolii-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 only 
with Piceo-Abietion Ellenberg et Klötzli 1972. Thus, 
only minor changes are made in comparison with 
the previous survey of Oberdorfer (1970). A closer 
relation of the original suballiance Abieti-Piceenion 
to Vaccinio-Abietenion than to Galio-Abietenion is em-
phasized in this way once again.

Wallnöfer (1993) included all (Picea-) Abies 
woodlands in only one alliance “Abieti-Piceion 
(Br.‑Bl. in Br.-Bl et al. 1939) Soó 1964, Montane 
artenreiche Fichten- und Fichten-Tannenwälder” 
classified within Vaccinio-Piceetea. The alliance “Abi-
etion albae Březina et Hadač in Hadač ex Hadač et 
al. 1969” was treated as a syntaxonomic synonym, 

the suballiances Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 
and Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 were sim-
ply integrated into the Abieti-Piceion. Wallnöfer 
(1993) included in the Abieti-Piceion also Picea phy-
tocoenoses without any considerable particiation 
of Abies alba – thus closely following the concept 
given by Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939, 1954).

Theurillat et al. (1995) used only the name Abi-
eti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939. Consider-
ing the characterization they give, these authors 
followed strictly the conception of Braun-Blanquet 
(Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939).

An interesting solution of classification of Abies 
woodlands is published in a recent survey of Czech 
forests. The separate suballiance Galio-Abietenion 
Oberdorfer 1962 is kept (Husová 2000), but Vac-
cinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 is not differenti-
ated. Abies woodlands, which would fit into Vac-
cinio-Abietenion are grouped together with ordinary 
Fagus woodlands of Luzulo-Fagion (cf. Husová & 
Moravec 2000). Such a solution was indicated al-
ready by Oberdorfer (1957: 507): “Die artenarmen 
Tannenmischwälder vermitteln den Anschluß an 
das Luzulo-Fagion”.

Exner (2007: 184) used the alliance name of 
Soó “Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. 1939) Soó 1963 s. l.”. 
Although Abieti-Piceion was used there similarly to 
Braun-Blanquet (Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939), i. e. 
montane Picea and Abies woodlands were put to-
gether, the alliance was restricted to base-rich soil. 
Exner synonymized the alliance only with “Galio 
rotundifolii-Abietion (Oberd. 1962) Riv.-Mart. 1987”. 
The suballiance Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 
1962 was not recognized in the frame of the other 
alliance Vaccinio-Piceion (Exner 2007: 200).

3.2  The use of the higher-ranked syntaxa 
with Abies alba

As the literature overview has shown, two different 
approaches for assessment of “beechless” fir forests 
and their syntaxonomical classification on the level 
of alliances and suballiances. These approaches 
are bound with these major names: Abieti-Piceenion 
Br.‑Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 (= Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. 
in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 1963/1964), Vaccinio-
Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962, Galio-Abietenion Ober-
dorfer 1962 and Abietion albae Březina et Hadač ex 
Hadač 1965.

The first approach was formulated by Braun-
Blanquet et al. (1939). The main characteristic of 
this approach is the emphasis on chosen character 
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species which results in splitting the coniferous and 
the dwarf-shrub phytocoenoses of Central Europe 
into a group of subalpine and a group of montane 
phytocoenoses with either subalpine or montane 
character species of Vaccinio-Piceetea (cf. Braun-
Blanquet et al. 1939). The occurrence of Abies alba 
within the coniferous forests and its abundance do 
not play a decisive role.

The second approach was established by Ober-
dorfer (1962), and is represented also by works 
of Kuoch (1954), Oberdorfer (1957), Ellenberg 
(1963), Hadač (1965), Ellenberg & Klötzli (1972). 
These authors also consider the floristic composi-
tion of forests communities, but Abies alba wood-
lands [more or less beechless due to natural condi-
tions, cf. Seibert (1992), Müller (1992) and authors 
given above] are recognized as different from Picea 
abies woodlands, which are thus separated also syn-
taxonomically. This approach was reflected by la-
belling associations “Abietetum”, sometimes even in 
re-naming of some “Piceetum”-associations to “Abi-
etetum” –associations because this was deemed to 
be more “appropriate” (cf. Oberdorfer 1957, 1962, 
Ellenberg & Klötzli 1972). However, such re-nam-
ing is forbidden according to the nomenclatural 
rules of the Code (Weber et al. 2000). Following 
the separation of species-poor and species-rich 
Abies alba woodlands (cf. Oberdorfer 1957), Ober-
dorfer (1962) put the first group of communities 
back into the Vaccinio-Piceetea Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939, but the separation of Picea and Abies phy-
tocoenoses was maintained. An overview of the 
approaches of Braun-Blanquet and Oberdorfer is 
given in Table 1.

From among the Abies alba suballiances and al-
liances, the simplest is situation bound to the Abie-
tion albae Březina et Hadač ex Hadač 1965. The alli-
ance was described and defined by Hadač (1965): it 
comprises the Abies woodlands from the surround-
ings of the Tatras, distributed in the region of the 
lee side of the Tatras with a continental climate 
(of an inner mountain character). According to 
Hadač (1965), these ecological conditions caused 

the absence of Fagus sylvatica and development of 
woodlands dominated by Abies alba in that region. 

However, already Tschermak, who had studied 
differences in the distribution of tree species in 
the Alps, published also an analysis of the vegetati-
on cover of the Western Carpathians (Tschermak 
1944). He described a special “inner region” within 
the Western Carpathians with a continental “Zen-
tralgebirgsklima” [inner mountain climate]. He 
located this region between the main ridges of the 
mountain ranges of the Tatras and the Nízke Tatry 
Mountains and approximately between the towns 
of Ružomberok and Poprad. Forests of this region 
Tschermak characterized by the total absence of 
Fagus and mostly scattered occurrence of Abies and 
on the contrary, by the dominance of Picea abies 
and the high abundance of Larix decidua and Pi-
nus cembra, which creates also stands at the upper 
forest limit. Tschermak’s concept of the inner Car-
pathian (continental) climate became one of the 
basic concepts of the Slovak forest typological scho-
ol founded later by Zlatník. Such vegetation pat-
terns were noticed already earlier e. g. by Fekete & 
Blattny (1914), Sillinger (1933), Svoboda (1935a, 
1935b, 1939). However, Tschermak’s knowledge of 
tree species distribution was insufficient, since he 
did not mention the Abies woodlands described by 
Sillinger (1933), Domin (1934) and Hadač (1965). 
Those stands are still today preserved in fragments. 
Absence of Fagus at the southern foots of the Ta-
tras (in the Popradská Kotlina Basin), and stands 
formed by dominant Picea abies, but also Abies alba 
were the reasons for differentiating a special “con-
tinental” woodlands area without beech within the 
Central Western Carpathians (Zlatník 1957, Šmar-
da 1961a, Hadač 1965, Neuhäusl & Neuhäuslová-
Novotná 1968, Hadač et al. 1969, Hančinský 1972, 
Zlatník 1975, 1978, Vorel 1986, Šomšák 1986, Šom-
šák et al. 1993, Plesník 1995). This interpretation 
was supported by palynological studies (cf. Jankov-
ská 1972, 1991).

However, older data given by Šmarda (1961b) 
and recent research of the forest stands in the 

Table 1: Original concepts of Abies alba woodlands classification.
Tabela 1: Izvirna koncepta klasifikacije jelovih gozdov.

Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939) Oberdorfer (1962)
subalpine belt (Rhododendro-Vaccinienion) – –
montane belt Abieti-Piceenion Vaccinio-Abietenion Galio-Abietenion

Picea and Abies (or mixed) 
woodlands

species poor  
Abies woodlands

species rich  
Abies woodlands
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Popradská Kotlina Basin and adjacent regions 
(cf. Flachbart 2007, Kučera 2008a, b, partly Kanka 
2008) disprove statements that Fagus is missing 
due to natural factors (continental climate, lack 
of rainfalls) in woodlands of that “continental” re-
gion [partly indicated already by the palynological 
works of Krippel 1963, 1986]. Thus, the actual field 
state of Abies alba (and Picea abies) stands described 
originally as beechless ones is apparently opposed 
to the original description of the alliance Abietion 
albae Březina et Hadač [in Hadač 1962] ex Hadač 
1965 [or Abietion albae Březina et Hadač [in Hadač 
1962] ex Hadač et al. 1969]. Those woodlands of 
e. g. the Belianske Tatry Mountains, the Levočské 
Vrchy Mountains, and the Spišská Magura Moun-
tains, change their nature by the recent expansion 
of Fagus sylvatica to its former habitats (cf. Flach-
bart 2007, Kučera 2008a, b) and should be syntaxo-
nomically classified among the ordinary (Abies-)Fa-
gus syntaxa of the order Fagetalia sylvaticae Walas 
1933. [The order Fagetalia sylvaticae Pawłowski ex 
Pawłowski et al. 1928 is not validly published: cf. 
Art. 3f of the Code (Weber et al. (2000).] With re-
gard to this revision, further research oriented to-
wards the evolution of Abies alba woodlands (and al-
so montane Picea abies stands) in Austria, Germany 
and Switzerland, and a closer examination of their 
recent development might bring new findings rel-
evant to syntaxonomical classification, especially 
with the consideration of Fagus sylvatica.

As written above, the reason for the differentia-
tion of a separate alliance Abietion albae Březina et 
Hadač [in Hadač 1962] ex Hadač 1965 was the oc-
currence of the Abies alba woodlands in the inner 
region of the Western Carpathians without Fagus 
sylvatica. Since such a fact is not proved in the field 
by recent research, there is no reason to use the 
alliance name when regarding natural Abies phyto-
coenoses. If the Swiss, German and Austrian Abies 
woodlands referred by Ellenberg & Klötzli (1972), 
Seibert (1992), Müller (1992) etc. are of natural 
character, then Abietion albae (Hadač 1965, Hadač 
et al. 1969) cannot be treated as a synonym either 
of Abieti-Piceenion/Abieti-Piceion as given by Šomšák 
(1985), Wallnöfer (1993) or Galio-Abietenion/Vac-
cinio-Abietenion.

Among the later published works, the classifica-
tions of Theurillat et al. (1995) or Seibert (1992) 
and Müller (1992) reflect well the original concep-
tions of Abieti-Piceenion vs. Vaccinio-Abietenion/Galio-
Abietenion defined by Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939), 
and Oberdorfer (1962) (explained above). It is 
appropriate to consider whether the syntaxon was 

established on the mutual contrast of the montane 
and the subalpine phytocoenoses (Abieti-Piceen-
ion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939), or whether only 
montane woodlands with Abies alba were taken into 
consideration, further differentiated by their phy-
tocoenotic content (Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 
1962, Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962). The 
two suballiances of Oberdorfer could be integrated 
into the Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939, 
but the phytocoenotic content of the latter suballi-
ance is even wider (cf. Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939), 
as partly indicated by Wallnöfer [1993: 315, how-
ever, the alliance Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939) Soó 1964 was restricted there only to spe-
cies-rich coniferous forests].

It seems that there exist different approaches to 
the phytocoenotic concept of a syntaxon name in 
different countries, coming from a tradition of the 
use of the name in a relevant country. While the 
German authors (cf. Seibert 1992, Müller 1992) 
followed the limitation of the suballiance Abieti-
Piceenion to Vaccinio-Abietenion (“… bodensaure 
Fichten-Tannenwälder”: Seibert 1992: 63) given by 
Oberdorfer et al. (1967) and Oberdorfer (1970), 
the Austrian authors (Wallnöfer 1993, Exner 2007) 
defined an ecological content of the suballiance in 
the opposite way: towards the suballiance Galio-Abi-
etenion. Surely, a certain variance in the use of a syn-
taxon name by various authors is understandable, 
but all syntaxonomists have to follow the original 
author who described the relevant syntaxon and 
defined its phytocoenotic content.

3.3  Notes on nomenclature

The rule that for each syntaxon a nomenclatural 
type has to be published was established not until 
1976 – in the first edition of the Code of phytosocio-
logical nomenclature (Barkman et al. 1976). Thus, 
the suballiance Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939 was not typified in the original descrip-
tion. Syntaxonomical content of the name could 
be thus assessed only by the general description of 
its author [Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939): 10–21]. 
The Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 
remained without a nomenclatural type until the 
publication of the survey of Willner et al. (2007). 
There Exner (2007) used the alliance name Abieti-
Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 1963 and 
as a lectotype was in the study (Willner et al. 2007) 
chosen the “Piceetum montanum Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939”. However, the authors did not apply the 
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phytosociological Code properly: this can be as-
sessed from various statements of the survey. The 
above mentioned typification faces the following 
problems:
1.	 Note 2 of the Article 27 (Weber et al. 2000) 

specifies that a name whose rank has changed 
has to contain a reference to the original syn-
taxon name only on or after 1 Jan 2000. Future 
editions of the Code will show if this definition 
will remain unchanged. Until then, the name 
Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 
1963 could be used freely.

2.	 The name Piceetum montanum Br.-Bl. [1938, 
nom. nud.] ex Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 should be as-
sessed as not validly published. The synoptic 
table of this association (Braun-Blanquet & 
al 1939: 14–15) was compiled of 7 relevés of 
Braun-Blanquet and 6 relevés published by Be-
ger. However, since the original single relevés 
were not listed, the validity of this name cannot 
be assessed clearly.
2a.	 The survey of Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939) 

does not include a list of references. Thus, 
syntaxa based only on references to other 
literature sources cannot be regarded as val-
idly published at all. The content of all the 
cited references becomes clear only when 
the reader already knows these works.

2b.	Lists of species in synoptic tables are not 
complete, even with regard to the article 7 
of the Code (Weber et al. 2000) requiring 
that all species with constancy above 20 % 
have to be included. The synoptic tables of 
Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939) contain only 
selected species: in the first place chosen 
characteristic species of corresponding syn-
taxa (association, alliance, order) are given, 
in the second place the differential species 
against relevant syntaxa are indicated, and 
in the last place some taxa labelled mostly 
as “Begleiter hoher Stetigkeit” [accompany-
ing species with high constancy] are listed. 
Here rarely taxa with constancy II are men-
tioned, sometimes even taxa with constancy 
III or higher are missing. Within the com-
munities of Rhodoreto-Vaccinion in the sense 
of Braun-Blanquet et al. (1939), more spe-
cies with constancy class II and above are 
missing:

Piceetum tatricum normale und P. tatr. myrtilletosum: 
the synoptic table is compiled only from relevés of 
Piceetum normale published by Polish authors (the 
years 1925 and 1927 are incorrect), missing species 

are for example Aconitum firmum, Dentaria glandu-
losa, Carex digitata.

Piceetum tatricum filicetosum: 24 species of con-
stancy II, III and IV are missing.

Pinetum mughi carpaticum: the synoptic table con-
sists of relevés of communities on carbonate back-
ground only, taxa with constancy II, III and also V 
are misssing, e. g. Daphne mezereum, Chrysanthemum 
rotundifolium, Gymnocarpium dryopteris, Gentiana as-
clepiadea, Polygonatum verticillatum and others.

Due to the very low number of species with 
constancy class II or III, there is a very high prob-
ability that also other syntaxa described by Braun-
Blanquet et al. (1939) only by synoptic tables with 
references to other original works are not validly 
published according to article 7 of the Code. Only 
some synoptic tables of the work of Braun-Blanquet 
et al. (1939) were compiled only from not pub-
lished relevés: Piceetum transalpinum, Aremonio-Picee-
tum, Lophozio-Piceetum, Soldanello montanae-Piceetum. 
Thus, these associations could be treated as if they 
were published validly, as there seems to exist no 
way of proving their original species content.

Whether the synoptic table of the association 
Piceetum montanum Br.-Bl. ex Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 is a 
sufficient original diagnosis according to the arti-
cle 7 of the Code (Weber et al. 2000) is difficult to 
determine. In accordance with this article, all spe-
cies listed three times and more in original relevés 
have to be included in a synoptic table in Braun-
Blanquet et al. (1939: 14). However, Braun-Blan-
quet et al. used only an unspecified 6 of 8 relevés 
published by Beger (1922). Moreover, the table of 
Beger (1922: 49–50) does not contain taxa of the 
ground layer, therefore bryophytes are listed with-
out corresponding values of constancy by Braun- 
-Blanquet et al. (1939: 15).

If the Piceetum montanum Br.-Bl. ex Br.-Bl. et al. 
1939 [i. e. Piceetum montanum galietosum rotundifolii 
Br.-Bl. et al. 1939] is treated as a nomen invalidum 
(Art. 2b → Art. 7) and is at the same time consid-
ered as weakly characterized, then Piceetum monta-
num (galietosum rotundifolii) Br.-Bl. et al. 1954, nom. 
illeg. (Art. 34a) would be the appropriate element 
for closer definition of the older name. [The no-
menclatural type for the latter name has to be cho-
sen from relevés 3–14, Table IX of Braun-Blanquet 
et al. (1954)].

Although Oberdorfer (1957) used Braun-Blan-
quet’s name Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 
1939, their concepts of this suballiance are not 
identical [cf. Oberdorfer 1957: 507–517]. For this 
reason, labelling the syntaxon as Abieti-Piceenion 
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sensu Oberdorfer 1957 non Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 
1939 according to the recommendation 46 J of the 
Code (Weber et al. 2000: 758) could be consid-
ered.

Soó (1963: 145) used the name “Abieti-Piceion 
Br.-Bl. 39”. Since Braun-Blanquet (Braun-Blanquet 
et al. 1939: 13) described the syntaxon as a subal-
liance “Abieto-Piceion Br.-Bl. 1939”, Soó raised it to 
the rank of alliance: Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. 
et al. 1939) Soó 1963.

Suprisingly, the Code (Weber et al. 2000: Art. 
27, Note 2) specifies explicitly that unambiguous 
reference to the earlier publication containing the 
“basionym” (cf. Weber 2003: 402) used for raising a 
rank is needed only on or after 1 Jan 2002. Accord-
ing to my opinion, a change of rank has to com-
prise direct reference to the original publication 
of the name also in antecedent years because an 
author has to know the concept of original authors 
of the syntaxa and naturally shall have to include 
the original work in literature references. [I do 
not doubt that Soó had seen the work.] Thus, the 
name Abieti-Piceion of Soó (1963) would be (once) 
regarded as a not validly published name. The in-
terpretation as invalid name might be supported 
by article 2b of the Code:

Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 
1963, nom. inval. (?), (nom. nud.)

In his later work, Soó (1964: 285) raised the 
rank of Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 
in the same way. The differences concern the lan-
guage used (Hungarian) and, more important, the 
reference to the original work of Braun-Blanquet 
et al. (given as “Braun-Blanquet, J. (szerk.): Pro-
drome des Groupements Végétaux 1–7. – Montpel-
lier, 1933–1940”), hence the reference of the new-
ly-ranked name was “better” than in Soó (1963), 
where such reference is missing. The publication 
of status novus of Abieti-Piceion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939 by Soó (1964) should be preferred: 

Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 
1964. 

The original author citation “Br.-Bl. 39” could 
be considered as a kind of bibliographic error (cf. 
Weber et al. 2000: 745).

Oberdorfer (1962) introduced two suballianc-
es: Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 (Abieti-Pi-
ceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 p. p.) and Galio-
Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 (Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. 
in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 p. p.). It could seem that this 
was an act of division of the suballiance of Braun-
Blanquet into new suballiances [and thus, art. 24 
of the Code (Weber et al. 2000) applies]. But care-

ful consideration of original descriptions and diag-
noses given by Braun-Blanquet (Braun-Blanquet et 
al. 1939) and Oberdorfer (1962) shows, that iden-
tifying of Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 
with either Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 or 
Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 is controversial. 
Therefore, it is advised that the publication of Vac-
cinio-Abietenion and Galio-Abietenion by Oberdorfer 
(1962) be regarded as a description of two new 
names (syntaxa) and not as a division of the subal-
liance Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939. 
After all, such interpretation follows also the de-
scription given by Oberdorfer (1962: 37, 40).

According to the Code (Weber et al. 2000: Art. 
15), the application of a syntaxon is determined by 
its nomenclatural type. Defining types for each of 
Oberdorfer’s suballiances is therefore important.

In Vaccinio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 (Ober-
dorfer 1962: 37) two associations were included: 
(1) “Luzulo-Abietetum Oberd. 57” and (2) “Vaccinio 
(vitis-idaeo)-Abietetum (Reinh. 44) Oberd. 57”. The 
latter name was not validly published: Vaccinio vitis-
idaeo-Abietetum Oberdorfer 1957, nom. inval. (Art. 
3m). Only the first name could be chosen there-
fore as a nomenclatural type for the Vaccinio-Abiet-
enion Oberdorfer 1962:

Nomenclatural type: Oberdorfer (1957: 507), 
ass. Luzulo-Abietetum Oberdorfer 1957, lectotypus 
hoc loco.

The suballiance Galio-Abietenion Oberdor-
fer 1962 included three associations (Oberdorfer 
1962: 40): (1) “Abietetum suevicum Oberd. 57”, (2) 
“Pyrolo-Abietetum Oberd. 57”, (3) “Galio-Abietetum 
nov. comb. (Galio-Piceetum Bartsch 40 und Piceetum 
montanum Br.-Bl. 39 zusammengefaßt)”. The no-
menclatural status of those syntaxa is according to 
the Code (Weber et al. 2000) as follows:
–	 Abietetum suevicum Oberdorfer 1957, nom. inval. 

(pro syn.), Art. 3a,
–	 Pyrolo-Abietetum Oberdorfer 1957, nom. inval. 

(pro syn.), Art. 3a,
–	 Galio-Abietetum Oberdorfer 1962*, nom. inval., 

Art. 3m, [Art. 2b].

*[Note: Any kind of a later validly published Galio [rotun-
difolii]-Abietetum based on the work of Oberdorfer is a 
later homonym of the association Galio rotundifolii-Abi-
etetum Wraber 1955 ex Wraber 1959 validly published by 
Wraber (1959) from Slovenia. However, following the pro-
posal of Oberdorfer (1967: 40) and the rules of the Code 
(Weber et al. 2000) the name Galio rotundifolii-Piceetum  
J. Bartsch et M. Bartsch 1940, nom. invers. should be used 
instead of Galio-Abietetum Oberdorfer 1962.]
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Seen from this perspective, the superordinated 
syntaxon was not published validly as well: Galio-
Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962, nom. inval., Art. 2b.

In this case, the interpretation of the recom-
mendation 46D of the Code in Weber et al. (2000: 
757) according to which “The validation is effected 
by a valid publication of the syntaxon name with a 
sufficient original diagnosis containing the name-
giving taxon (taxa), or with an unambiguous refer-
ence to such an effectively published diagnosis, or 
the syntaxon name is published as correct name 
(not only in synonymy).” is disputable. Oberdorfer 
(1962) used only invalid names, he did not list “cor-
rect” names with reference to original diagnoses. It 
is questionable to simply replace the author cita-
tion “Oberdorfer 1957” with “Oberdorfer 1962” 
and consider the names as validly published. No-
menclatural types of this suballiance listed by Will-
ner et al. (2007: 238) or earlier by Husová (2000: 
178, as “Pyrolo-Abietetum Oberdorfer 1962”) would 
be considered therefore as irrelevant. as it is unam-
biguous that the name Galio-Abietenion of Oberdor-
fer was surely validated earlier by some author who 
fullfilled all the conditions given in the Code (We-
ber et al. 2000), chosing the nomenclatural type 
for Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 is therefore 
omitted here to avoid publication of a superfluous 
validization of the name.

Later, Rivas-Martínez raised Galio-Abietenion 
Oberdorfer 1962 to the rank of alliance. As I do not 
have the original work of Rivas-Martínez published 
in 1987 at hand, the synopsis of Rivas-Martínez et 
al. (2001) shall serve preliminarily for the purpose 
of determining the nomenclatoric proposals of Ri-
vas-Martínez. The following specification could be 
found there:

“Galio rotundifolii-Abietion albae (Oberdorfer 1962) 
Rivas-Martínez 1987

[Piceo-Abietion Ellenberg & Klötzli 1972 (pro 
syn., art. 3a), Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 
(corresp. name), Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl., 
Sissingh & Vlieger 1939 (corresp. name)]” (Rivas-
Martínez et al. 2001).

The authors listed the older name Abieti-Piceen-
ion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 as corresponding 
name (cf. Weber et al. 2000: 743). If the original 
suballiance of Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer 1962 
was really syntaxonomically corresponding with 
the suballiance Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et 
al. 1939, it was questionable to use the name Galio 
rotundifolii-Abietion albae (Oberdorfer 1962) Rivas-
Martínez 1987 on the alliance level when much 
earlier the name of Soó was available: Abieti-Piceion 

(Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 1964 [or Abieti-
Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) Soó 1963; see 
the comment above to Soó (1963, 1964)].

4. Conclusions

The two dominant approaches to the syntaxonom-
ical classification of woodlands with a substantial 
abundance of Abies alba and at the same time with-
out considerable occurrence of Fagus sylvatica were 
established by Braun-Blanquet (Braun-Blanquet 
et al. 1939) and Oberdorfer (1962). Also Hadač 
(1962) described a separate group of Abies wood-
lands. Later authors used mostly the names Abieti-
Piceenion/Abieti-Piceion,Vaccinio-Abietenion, Galio-Abi-
etenion and Abietion albae or their combinations in 
various ways, but not always in accordance with the 
original concepts of their description. Although 
the application of the name of a syntaxon is deter-
mined by means of its nomenclatural type (Weber 
et al. 2000: 750), also the choice of a nomenclat-
ural type should respect the concept of a name, 
especially for syntaxa described long ago before 
the Code of phytosociological nomenclature was 
published. 

The concept of the suballiance Abieti-Piceenion 
of Braun-Blanquet (Braun-Blanquet et al. 1939, 
1954) is based on phytocoenotic differences of co-
niferous woodlands between the montane and the 
“subalpine” vegetation belts. Unlike this approach, 
Oberdorfer (1962) divided montane Abies wood-
lands with natural absence of Fagus into Galio-Abi-
etenion and Vaccinio-Abietenion, following their eco-
logical and phytocoenotic variance. When using 
some of the mentioned suballiances, a researcher 
has to take into consideration the original concept 
and content of the name used; following a tradition 
of the use of name different from its original publi-
cation is not the appropriate way. This applies also 
to the nomenclatural assessment of syntaxa names. 
Since natural absence of Fagus sylvatica as the rea-
son for description of the Abietion albae Březina et 
Hadač ex Hadač 1965 was not confirmed by recent 
research, classification of Abies alba woodlands 
could be expressed either by using:
1.	 Abieti-Piceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939 

[= Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939) 
Soó 1963/1964] or 

2.	 Galio-Abietenion Oberdorfer and/or Vaccinio-Abie
tenion Oberdorfer 1962.
There is only a limited possibility to combine 

these two approaches. The alliance Galio rotundifo-
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lii-Abietion albae (Oberdorfer 1962) Rivas-Martínez 
1987 is not of much use, if it equates to Abieti-Pi-
ceenion Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 1939, i. e. the older 
alliance name Abieti-Piceion (Br.-Bl. in Br.-Bl. et al. 
1939) Soó 1963/1964.
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