
Classification and nomenclature 
of viruses 



History of virus classification 

• Type of host 
• Type of disease 
• Transmition by an arthropod vector 
• Nucleic acid type 
• SS or DS 
• Segmented 
• Size of the virion 
• Capsid simmetry 
• Envelope 



Nomenclature 

• Small, icosahedral, single-stranded DNA viruses of 
animals were called parvoviruses (Latin parvus = small) 

• Nematode-transmitted polyhedral (icosahedral) viruses 
of plants were called nepoviruses 

• Phages T2, T4 and T6 were called T even phages 
• Serological relationships between viruses were 

investigated 
• Distinct strains (serotypes) could be distinguished in 

serological tests 
• Antisera against purified virions 
• Serotypes reflect differences in virus proteins 



International Committee on Taxonomy 
of Viruses 

• Order had to be brought 
• ICTV was formed in 1966 
• Many working groups and is advised by 

virologists around the world 
• Rules for the nomenclature and classification of 

viruses 
• Considers proposals for new taxonomic groups 

and virus names 
• Approved are published in book form and on the 

web 



Modern virus classification and 
nomenclature 

• Each order, family, subfamily and genus is 
defined by viral characteristics that are 
necessary for membership of that group. 

 



Classification based on genome 
sequences 

• Similarity is represented in diagrams known as phylogenetic trees. 

• Rooted- the tree begins at a root which is assumed to be the ancestor 
of the viruses in the tree. 

• Unrooted- no assumption is made about the ancestor of the viruses 
in the tree. 



10.2.2  
Nomenclature of viruses and 

taxonomic groups 



Bacterial viruses           such as T1, T2 and ϕX174.  

Viruses of humans and other vertebrates             
       diseases that they cause 

 Examples: measles virus, smallpox virus, foot 
 and mouth disease virus 

Some viruses            city, town or river  

Examples: Newcastle disease virus, Norwalk virus, 
Ebola virus 





Insect viruses  

Many insect viruses were named after the insect, 
with an indication of the effect of infection on the 
host.  

A virus was isolated from Tipula paludosa larvae 
that were iridescent as a result of the large 
quantities of virions in their tissues. Tipula 
iridescent virus  

  A virus was isolated from Autographa californica 
larvae that had large polyhedral structures in the 
nuclei of infected cells. Autographa californica 
nuclear polyhedrosis virus. 



Plant viruses 



Many names of virus taxonomic groups are based 
on Latin words, while some have Greek origins 

 



Baltimore classification of viruses 

• Classification system that places viruses into one of seven groups depending 
on a combination of their: 
– Nucleic acids (DNA/RNA)  
– Strandedness (single/double-stranded) 
– Method of replication 

• It was first suggested by David Baltimore, after whom the scheme is named. 
• Advantage: Differentiation between plus-strand RNA viruses that do and do 

not carry out reverse transcription AND between dsDNA viruses that do and 
do not carry out reverse transcription. 
 

• *A reverse transcriptase (RT) is an enzyme used to generate complementary 
DNA (cDNA) from an RNA template, a process termed reverse transcription. 
... In retroviruses and retrotransposons, this cDNA can then integrate into 
the host genome, from which new RNA copies can be made via host-cell 
transcription 


