


intermittent early use of other attributions of the same name: Testudo scabra L. sensu Statius Müller 1774, 
Schneider 1783, Retzius in Schoepff 1792, Thunberg in Schoepff 1792, Say 1824, and Agassiz 1857. Various 
subsequent authors have placed these different versions of the taxon scabra in the synonymies of nine 
currently recognized species in four separate families: (1) Melanochelys trijuga (Schweigger 1812) and (2) 
Rhinoclemmys punctularia (Daudin 1801) in the Geoemydidae; (3) Emys orbicularis (L. 1758), (4) 
Trachemys scripta (Schoepff 1792) and (5) Glyptemys insculpta (LeConte 1830) in the Emydidae; (6) 
Pelomedusa subrufa (Lacépède 1788) in the Pelomedusidae; and (7) Cylindraspis vosmaeri (Suckow 1798), 
(8) C. peltastes (Duméril and Bibron 1835), and (9) C. indica (Schneider 1783) in the Testudinidae. 
Taxonomic confusion regarding the allocation of the name scabra has clearly reigned for most of its 250 years 
of existence and is at least partly due to a lack of examination of the pertinent original type specimens.

We have recently located and examined the extant holotypes of Testudo scabra Linnaeus 1758 and 
Testudo scripta Schoepff 1792 (based on T. scabra sensu Thunberg in Schoepff and T. scripta Thunberg in
Schoepff) in the Linnaean and Thunbergian collections of Uppsala University Zoological Museum (UUZM), 
Uppsala, Sweden. We redescribe and identify the holotype of T. scabra Linnaeus 1758 as Rhinoclemmys 
punctularia (Daudin 1801), and provide a history of the usage of the name. We also document the previously 
unknown presence in the UUZM collection of the holotype of T. scripta Thunberg in Schoepff 1792 (presently 
Trachemys scripta scripta).

Nomenclatural history

Linnaeus (1758:198) described Testudo scabra in his 10th Edition of Systema Naturae, but provided only a 
minimal description and little information on the species, giving the type locality as “Indiis” and providing no 
measurements. Linnaeus’ use of “Indiis” referred to the West Indies in the Caribbean (not “India”, as some 
recent synonymies have suggested), but most of the species he cited as coming from the “Indiis” actually 
came from South America (Kitchell and Dundee 1994).

Later, in the 12th Edition of Systema Naturae, Linnaeus (1766:351) expanded the description of T. scabra
slightly, modified the type locality to “India orientali, Carolina,” and added two synonyms traceable to a pre-
Linnaean reference: (1) “Seb. mus. t. 69 [sic], f. 1,2” (Seba 1734:126, pl. 79, f. 1,2) (Fig. 1), named Testudo 
terrestris amboinensis minor by Seba; and (2) “Gron. zooph. 74” (Gronovius 1763:17, no. 74), named Testudo 
pedibus palmatis by Gronovius and including T. terrestris amboinensis minor Seba in its synonymy. The 
specimen figured and described by Seba (1734) (Fig. 1) appears fairly certainly to have been a Melanochelys 
trijuga. Seba’s figure was subsequently re-named Emys sebae by Gray (1831:75), and later synonymized with 
Nicoria trijuga thermalis (Lesson 1830:86) (presently Melanochelys trijuga thermalis) by Boulenger 
(1889:122).

Statius Müller (1774), in his translation of Linnaeus’ 12th Edition of Systema Naturae, provided extensive 
annotations of his own and was the first post-Linnaean author to be confused by what T. scabra L. actually 
represented. He interpreted the species as being a terrestrial tortoise, and in its synonymy included giant 
tortoises from the Mascarene Islands in the Indian Ocean, notably Leguat’s tortoises from Rodrigues (Leguat 
1708), and Perrault’s tortoise from Réunion (Perrault 1676); subsequently these were named Testudo vosmaeri
by Suckow (1798), Testudo peltastes by Duméril and Bibron (1835), and Testudo indica by Schneider (1783). 
These tortoise species are now extinct and included in the endemic genus Cylindraspis Fitzinger 1835 (Austin 
et al. 2002).

Subsequently, Walbaum (1782:116) described Testudo verrucosa and placed T. scabra L., T. terrestris 
amboinensis minor Seba, and T. pedibus palmatis Gronovius in its synonymy. Because T. scabra L. 1758 
predates T. verrucosa Walbaum 1782, and because Walbaum specifically referred to T. scabra L. in his 
synonymy, the name T. verrucosa is an unjustified nomen novum for T. scabra and has no validity as a new 
species name. In addition, Walbaum’s work was not consistently binominal and has been rejected for 
nomenclatural purposes (Wermuth 1956; Wermuth and Mertens 1977; Smith et al. 1980), and T. verrucosa is 
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therefore also a nomen illegitimum. However, Walbaum’s T. verrucosa was later replaced by the available 
name Testudo verrucosa Suckow 1798 (subjective senior synonym of Testudo punctularia Daudin 1801, 
presently Rhinoclemmys punctularia); but this name is a junior primary homonym of Testudo (ferox?) 
verrucosa Schoepff 1795 (subjective synonym of Testudo ferox Schneider 1783, presently Apalone ferox) and 
therefore not valid either as a species name (Wermuth 1956). 

FIGURE 1. Illustrations from Seba (1734: pl. 79, figs. 1 and 2), showing his Testudo terrestris amboinensis major, later 
synonymized by Linnaeus (1766) under his concept of Testudo scabra. This appears to show a very young specimen of 
Melanochelys trijuga trijuga or Melanochelys trijuga thermalis.

FIGURE 2. Illustration from Lacépède (1788:161, pl. 10), showing his specimen of “La Raboteuse” referred to Testudo 
scabra L. This appears to show a specimen of Rhinoclemmys punctularia.

Despite these nomenclatural shortcomings, Walbaum provided an important and detailed description of a 
small specimen (in alcohol) of what he called T. verrucosa, that had a carapace length (CL) of 22 lineas (1 
linea or ligne = ca. 2.26 mm; Zupko 1978) or ca. 49.7 mm CL, and a carapace width of 15 lineas (= 33.9 mm) 
(not stated whether curved or straight measurements). This specimen may have been the same one that 
Linnaeus used for his brief original description of T. scabra, as discussed below.
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FIGURE 3. Illustration from Schoepff (1792: pl. 3, f. 1), showing the specimen of Testudo scabra L. sensu Retzius that 
he re-named as the new species Testudo galeata (later Pelomedusa galeata, currently a subjective synonym of
Pelomedusa subrufa). The specimen in this drawing is the holotype of Testudo galeata Schoepff 1792.

Gmelin (1789:1040), in his 13th Revised Edition of Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae, substituted Walbaum’s 
more extensive description of T. verrucosa for the original limited description by Linnaeus of T. scabra L., 
and listed T. verrucosa Walbaum in its synonymy, repeating the same carapace measurements for the 
specimen as reported by Walbaum. Daudin (1801) and Latreille (1801) interpreted this substitution as an error, 
and instead recognized both T. verrucosa and T. scabra L. as distinct (Daudin 1801:129, 134; Latreille 
1801:148, 156). 

However, the fact that Walbaum (1782) provided measurements and a very detailed description of the 
specimen of T. verrucosa identified by him as being synonymous with T. scabra L., and that Gmelin (1789) 
repeated Walbaum’s description and measurements of the specimen in Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae as being 
representative of Testudo scabra L. (and synonymized T. verrucosa under T. scabra), suggests that Walbaum 
may have actually examined Linnaeus’ original specimen of T. scabra, though re-naming it T. verrucosa (a 
not-so-unusual practice in the early days of taxonomy). Walbaum provided a measurement of ca. 50 mm CL 
of the original wet specimen of his T. verrucosa, and the extant holotype of T. scabra L., now dried and 
somewhat shriveled, measures ca. 44 mm—a close match given the drying and likelihood that the 
measurements were made in different ways, i.e., straight-line measurement with calipers vs. curved carapace 
length. 

Schneider (1783:327) synonymized Walbaum’s T. verrucosa under his new species Testudo europaea (a 
subjective synonym of Testudo orbicularis L. 1758, presently Emys orbicularis) and indicated that Walbaum 
had apparently examined Linnaeus’ specimen of T. scabra in alcohol. In addition, he placed the erroneous 
concept of T. scabra sensu Statius Müller 1774 as a terrestrial tortoise in the synonymy of his freshwater 
turtle, T. europaea. Later, Wermuth (1956:403) investigated the status of T. verrucosa Walbaum and 
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