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Species of Chelid Turtle, Phrynops (BatraCHEMYs) DAHLi, from Colomhia
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During the summer of 1956 the senior author received from
Medem in Colombia a turtle for identification. The

Dr. Fred

specimen could readily be identified as a member of the genus
Batrachemys Stejneger, 1909, but was clearly different from the
presently recognized species, B. nasuta (Schweigger, 1812).
Since Dr. Ernest E. Williams of the Museum of Comparative
Zoology at Harvard University and Dr. P. E. Vanzolini of the
Departamento de Zoologia da Secretario da Agricultura, Sao
Paulo, Brazil, are currently collaborating in a revision of the
South American members of the famih^ Chelidae, these colleagues were at once advised of the new material from Colombia.
In the meantime Dr. Williams gathered for study from various

major collections as much material of this family as
ble. His comparisons soon indicated that the genera
Mtsodetnmys and Batrachemys were not as sharply
the genera Chelus, Hydromedusa and Platemys, and

was

possi-

Phrynops,
distinct as

there were

notable difficulties at the sj^ecies level as well. Dr. Williams
felt that a direct discussion in the presence of the specimens
might be useful and thus kindly invited the senior author to
visit him at the ]\Iuseum of Comparative Zoology during August,
1957. The results of this conference will be mentioned here only
to the extent necessary for the present purposes and will be fully
discussed in the forthcoming revision by Williams and Vanzolini.
There can be no doubt that the members of the three genera,

Phrynops, Batrachemys and Mesoclemmys are very closely

re-
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closely

related,

in fact,

that their inclusion

Phrynops Wagler, 1830, seems well justified. On
the other hand, there are consistent minor features by which
in one genus,

the three species groups can be separated. Accordingly, the
will recognize the three groups as subgenera.
Boulenger (1889) illustrated the skulls of Batrachemys nasuta

announced revision

and Phrynops
ferences

hilarn. Both represent large specimens. The difbetween these skulls are most notable in that the

parietal crest is very narrow, and the parieto-squamosal arch
extends far behind the exoccipital region of the skull in Batrachemys ; in Phrynops the parietal crest is broad and the parietosquamosal arch lies dorsal and slightly anterior to the exoccipital
bone. The material presently assembled at the Museum of Comparative Zoology shows that these differences are not quite as
striking, if one compares skulls of juvenile as well as adult
specimens of these with other species of Phrynops or of Mcsi.
cletnmys. Skulls of juvenile individuals, particularly, show mucli
greater similarity than do those of old specimens, which is, of
course, not especially surprising. The two conditions as outlined
above, can be clearly distinguished on X-ray plates, much better,
we think, than on the actual skulls, because the skulls often are
injured or slightly warped in maceration so that tlie exact position and nature of the parieto-squamosal bar is difficult to
ascertain.

A

more complete characterization of these three subgenera of
the genus Phrynops is immaterial for the present description of
a new species and will be given in the revision mentioned above.

Order Testudinata
Suborder Pleurodira

Family Chelidae
Genus Phrj-nops Wagler
Subgenus Batrachemys Stejneger
Phrynops (Batrachemys) dahli,^ sp. nov.

CNHM

75980.
Holotype: adult male,
Paratypes: an adult female,
81991; a juvenile male,
81992 a hatchling,
81993.

CNHM

;

CNHM
CNHM

1 Named in honor of Prof.
George Dahl of the Liceo Bolivar in Sincelejo,
collected the material and hrought it to the attention of the junior author.

who
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Locality: Vicinity of Sincelejo, Bolivar, Colombia.
Local names: The turtle is evidently well known to the people
of the middle and upper Sinn valley under the name "Carranchina.

'

'

Up to the present, only one species of Batrachemys has been
recognized by the reviewers of the group, Boulenger (1889),
Siebenrock (1909), and Mertens and AVermuth (1955)
B.
nasuta (Schweigger). However, the collections presently as:

sembled by Dr. Williams clearly suggest that there are several
species represented, even though some vast areas, such as the
Amazon Basin, have not yet yielded sufficient material to permit
adequate conclusions. B. tuherculata (Luederwaldt, 1926), distributed throughout the drainage area of the Rio San Francisco,

now well represented by a large series of specimens, and is
quite distinct from B. nasuta. The material from Colombia, described below, is likewise quite distinct.
very few specimens,
is

A

from distant points in the Amazon drainage and elsewhere seem
to indicate that other species besides B.

nizable

when

nasuta will be recogadditional material from these areas becomes avail-

able.

Diagnosis: Plastron narrow, especially across posterior lobe;
particularly pronounced in males. Limbs powerful feet large
and strongly Avebbed. Skin of neck lacking tubercles. Carapace
olive-brown above, yellow below. Plastron and bridge bright
yellow with shield boundaries outlined in gray. Head a fairly
;

uniform gray dorsally, bright yellow or whitish below, including
the angle of the mouth and the tympanic membrane.
tine
bluish-gray streak extends from nose to anterior corner of eye

A

and from posterior rim of eye-socket

to dorsal

edge of tympanic

membrane and along
between gray and

the side of the neck, forming boundary
whitish skin areas. Color of hatchling much

as in adult, but shield boundaries more sharply outlined in dark
gray, and whitish underside of head and neck with a few small

gray specks and dots.
Description: External fehtures. The series of specimens at
hand is small, but probably adequate to characterize the species,
since there are few noteworthy differences between the specimens,
which present a rather uniform appearance.
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The carapace of this species is characteristically tapered in
dorsal aspect, widest at the 7th marginal pair of scutes, narrowing to about the second (Pis. 1, 2). Between the marginals mentioned the edge of the carapace is slightly curled upward. In the
area of the second, third and fourth vertebral shields the shell
sometimes even a little depressed, and
is slightly flattened,
provided with a weak carina in the juveniles; in the adults the

CNHM

75980, barely noticeinterrupted and, at least in
In the type specimen the costal plates are more strongly
curved than in the juvenile or in the female.
keel

is

able.
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Figure 1. Graph to illustrate the relative width of the posterior lobe of
the plastron in PJirynops (Batraehemys) dahli, P. (B.) nasuta and P. (B.)
tuberculata. The indices were calculated as follows: width of posterior lobe
at base times 100 divided

by

total length of the plastron.

The plastron

is very narrow in this form. In the type, in the
in the hatchling, the width of the posterior
and
juvenile male,
plastral lobe amounts to only 36 to 38 per cent of the total length

CNHM

of the plastron (see Fig. 1). In the female,
81991, the
plastron as a whole is somewhat wider, the width of the posterior

lobe reaching 42 per cent of the plastral length. Greater plastral
width in females than in males was observed in other species of
this

family and

may

reflect sexual

dimorphism.

The anterior
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plastral lobe, always wider than the posterior lobe, is broadly
rounded in front with the wide intergular slightly protruding.
The posterior lobe is deeply notched behind.
The head is covered, dorsally, with very smooth skin, traversed
by a system of extremely fine skin furrows that subdivide the
upper head region into numerous irregular polygons of different

thus simulating true scutellation. The skin of the underside
head and of the neck shows normal papillation but there
are no traces of horny tubercles. In the adult male the papillation
is particularly well developed below the chin.
The limbs are notably larger in the male than in the female
of nearly equal size. The forelimb is distally expanded to form
a relatively large paddle, the surface of which is further increased
by a row of much enlarged scales along the ulnar edge of the
limb, forming a scale fringe from the stylopodial region all the
way to the claw of the fifth digit. The hind feet are provided
with a series of four keeled and much enlarged scales along the
tibial edge of the zeugopodium. The pes is heavily webbed with
the fifth digit, which does not bear a claw, supporting the large
fringe of webbing along the outer side of the foot.
In the female the tail is very short, tapering rapidly to a fairly
sharp point. The cloacal opening lies within the fork of the
plastral lobe. In the male the tail is much larger; the cloacal
opening lies some distance behind the tips of the plastral fork.
The tail region behind the cloacal opening is short and tapers
sharply to a point. On the underside of the cloacal region the
scalation (or rather papillation) of the skin is coarser than on
size,

of the

the sides or top.

Color pattern: Besides fairly fresh specimens preserved in
alcohol, the junior author has provided good color photographs
of live specimens. The carapace is covered dorsally with rather
translucent^ (thus lightly pigmented) uniformly dull olivebrown shields. The lower sides of the marginal shields are bright
yellow with the edges between adjacent scales outlined in dark
gray. The plastron, and the bridges likewise, are yellow or
whitish-yellow with the shield boundaries outlined in gray. In
1 The sutures between the
underlying bony plates are clearly visible through
the epidermal shields when the specimens are wet.
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the female specimen,

CNHM

81991, the underside of the mar-

and the plastron are irregularly mottled with
brown. Examination under the binocular microscope shows that
the brown areas are not part of a color pattern; they are
confined to superficial, horny flakes that were in process of being
shed by the animal at the time of death. Most of these flakes
are loose and can readily be removed. There is no brown pigment below these flakes. This seems to indicate that the brown
color is the result of staining of the horny surface by an agent
present in the particular environment in which this individual
ginals, the bridge

lived.

The dorsal side of the head is a fairly uniform gray that extends to the nostrils, laterally to the upper edge of the horny
beak and from there to the dorsal rim of the tympanic membrane.
On either side, a narrow bluish-gray streak runs from the
nostril to the anterior corner of the eye and from the posteriormost point of the rim of the eye to the dorsal edge of the tympanic
membrane. From here it extends backwards along the side of the
neck separating the dark gray upper side of the neck from the
yellow or whitish underside. The horny beaks, both upper and
lower, are yellow. The angle of the mouth and the entire
tympanic membrane lie in the yellow or whitish territory of the
underside of the head. In the hatchling the color pattern is much
as in the adults, except that the underside of head and neck
shows a number of small but distinct gray specks and dots. The
limbs and the tail are generally dark gray above and whitish,
mottled with light gray, below. In the female specimen,
81991, the underside of the hindlimbs has a reddish cast. Examination reveals that this, like the brown mottling on the plastron
(see above) is a stain affecting the surface of the horny scales

CNHM

only.

Skeleton: The skeleton, except for the skull, was studied from
X-ray plates only. Stereoscopic X-ray plates were made of the
type specimen, before the skull was removed. Simple dorsoventral X-rays served for CNHM 81991 and 81992. These X-ray
plates were compared with plates of Pkrynops {Batracheniys)
tuherculata as well as with a number of other members of this
genus.

ZANGERL AND MEDEM

The

skull

is

:

NEW

CHELID TURTLE

illustrated in Figures 2-4. It

is

381

very large relative

to the size of the animal, its total length being about 30 per cent
of the straight length of the carapace in the adult, about 45 per

cent of that length in the hateliling (see PI. 2).
The skull (Figs. 2-4) shows all the typical features of that of

Phrynops (Batrachemys) nasuta as pictured by Boulenger
(1889). The differences are probably due, to some extent, to the
fact that Boulenger 's specimen was a very old and large individual, and some of the sutures may not have been visible (as

Figure

2.

Skull of Phrynops (Batrachemys) dahli type specimen.

Dorsal

view.

for example the suture between opisthotic and supraoccipital)
also there are differences in proportion, the skull of the Colombian
;

—

which may or
species being notably more pointed anteriorly
may not be a specific character. In dahli the maxillary rim
lateral to the orbit is relatively narrower than in nasuta and
the suture between opisthotic and squamosal on the dorsal side
of the otic region of the skull reaches much farther mediad
than in the compared species. The basisphenoid of dahli is short.
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lacking the slender anterior prong seen in nasuta and the pterygoids lack anterior processes on either side of the vomer. In
dahli, furthermore, the premaxillae are almost in contact, ventrally,

with the vomer.

Figure

3.

Skull of Phrynops {BatracJiemys) dahli type specimen. Ventral

view.

Figure
eral view.

4.

Skull of Phrynops

(Batrachemys) dahli type specimen.

Lat-

ZANGERL AND MEDEM

:

NEW

CHELID TURTLE

383

The skull of the type specimen (Fig. 2) shows an interesting
abnormality. The extremely thin posttemporal bar, normallj^
formed to about equal measure by the parietals and the squamosals, includes two supernumerary bones on the right side on
the left side the bar was injured, but since the remaining
prongs of the bar are the sutural ends of the parietal and
squamosal bones we must assume that the abnormal condition
;

was paired.
The hyoid apparatus is w^ell ossified and complex (Fig. 5).
The hyoid body consists anteriorly of two pairs of bones and

Figure 5. Hyoid apparatus of Phrynops {Batrachemys) dahli type specimen, drawn from X-ray plate.

posteriorly of an elongated unpaired element thiLs evidently
ossifying from five distinct centers as noted by Siebenrock
(1899). As in other forms (for example in Clenimys), there is

a pair of cartilages associated with the anterolateral part of the
hyoid body, that has been identified as reduced hyoid horns

(Romer, 1956, p. 421). The cornua branchialia I are attached
complex copula where the second pair of elements join
the unpaired plate. The distal tips of these branchial horns seem
to have separately ossified (or calcified
a definite identification
to the

—

BULLETIN

384

:

MUSEUM OF COMPARATIVE ZOOLOGY

The second
is not possible in the X-ray) terminal elements.
pair of cornua branchialia originate in the usual fashion from
the posterior end of the copula, but here this portion of the
hyoid body is broadly rounded, rather than forked as in Clem-

mys

or Trionyx.

Figure 6. Carapace and plastron of Phrynops (Batrachemys) dahJi type
specimen, drawn from stereoscopic X-ray plates.

The carapace (Fig.
region as in
plates,

at

all

least

6), typicallj'

elongated in the anterior

pleurodires, shows a complete lack of neural
75980 and in
in the type specimen,

CNHM
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CNHM

CNIIM 81992. In
81991 no neural plates were observed
in the X-ray, but in the critical area, between the first costal
plates, the picture is difficult to interpret. Since Figure 6 was
drawn from X-ray plates, it includes features that would not
ordinarily be visible on the macerated shell (for example the
distal rib ends) or would not be visible from one aspect of the
shell only
such as the internal ilial scars of the carapace, the
ventral rim of peripherals 4 to 7, the pelvic scars on the plastron

—

and the buttress

pillars.

CNHM
CNHM

In the type specimen and in
81991 the carapace is
81992 with a carapace
solidly ossified. In the juvenile,
length of 112 mm., a costoperipheral fontanelle extends from
the third to the eighth peripheral. In this same specimen, on
the right side, there

is a supernumerary peripheral.
attached to the carapace by a powerful anterior
buttress pillar only. In both adult specimens the bridge suture
remains open and there is no indication of a posterior buttress.
In the juvenile a lateral fontanelle marks the immature state of
ossification. The buttress pillar is shown in the plastron figure
(Fig. 6), and consists of an anterodorsal extension for the attachment to the carapace and a posteroventral attachment to the

The plastron

is

plastron.

The posterior outline of the entoplastron could not be made
out on the X-ray. This indicates that the suture, instead of
being vertical, is strongly oblique in that area and thus failed to
produce a sharp suture shadow.^
The vertebral column of the neck shows the central articulation
pattern indicated by Williams (1950) for the chelid turtles.

In

the juvenile specimen the joint between vertebral bodies 7 and
instead of a concave
8, however, seems incompletely developed
;

surface on centrum 7 and a convex one on centrum 8, both are flat.
Little can be said about the shell vertebrae from what is visible
in X-raj' pictures. However, the oval opening formed by the
1
Oblique eutoplastral sutures are known in many turtles and this accounts for
the fact that the dorsal and ventral outlines of the entoplastra differ from each
other notably.
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posterior edge of the first (vestigial) shell rib and the anterior
edge of the second is always clearly visible. It is rather large
in this species (see below). There are (in the present material)
constantly 17 tail vertebrae. In the female which has a considerably shorter tail, the vertebrae are .smaller and more feebly

developed.
In the shoulder girdle the coracoid

is

but moderately expanded

Humerus and zeugopodium show no

peculiarities. The
consists
of
ulnare
and five distal
radiale, intermedium,
carpus
carpals. No centralia were noted. In the hand the third ray
distally.

is

the longest, the fifth the weakest.

The

not clearly enough visible in the pictures to permit
The
tarsus consists of tibiale, intermedium and fibudescription.
lare proximally and of five distal tarsals of notably uneven
size. The fifth is the largest and permits the fifth digit of the
pes to be spread away from the fourth. The second and third
digits are the longest and of nearly equal length. The fifth has
a much reduced terminal phalanx that does not have a claw and
the entire digit is fairly long and slender.
Food: No field observations exist concerning the food preferences of this species. But the X-rays of some specimens show
abundant .stomach and intestinal content. Most of this is in the
form of mashed, compact food masses that do not permit recognipelvis

is

CNHM

tion of the nature of the food. In one specimen,
81991,
however, there are some broken splinters of long bones with
very thin walls. Unfortunately, the ends of these bones are not
visible, thus rendering further identification impossible.
Comparisons: Full comparison is possible between the present

species and
tuherculata.

chemys
ficient

the

adequately known Phrynops (Batracheniys)
species nasuta of the subgenus Batra-

The type

not at present a clearly definable entity due to insufrepresentation and this makes comparison with the
is

Colombian species unsatisfactory.
Externally the Colombian species differs from tuherculata by
the lack of horny tubercles on the neck, by the uniformly yellowish or whitish plastron which is always a yellowish-brown ground
color variously marked with dark brown blotches in tuherculata.
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The lower

side of the neck in the latter is usually dark gray, varimottled
with j^ellowish-brown, but lightly colored specimens,
ously
occur in which the carapace, plastron, and the underside of the
neck are fairly uniform yellowish-brown, lacking dark brown
or dark gray mottling. As regards proportions, the Colombian
species has, at all age levels, a relatively much more narrow
plastron than does tuhercidata; this is particularly striking in the

posterior plastral lobe (see Fig. 1). In the skeleton the two
species differ in the distal expansion of the coracoid which is consistently greater in tuhercidata than in dahli; in the absence of

a well-defined posterior plastral buttress in dahli; in a slightly
larger opening between the two anteriormost shell ribs in dahli;
in the size of metatarsals IV and V which are relatively longer
and more slender in dahli.
Comparisons with nasiita are at present restricted to external
features. In specimens referred to this species from the eastern

end of the Amazon drainage (Para, Brazil) the carapace is a dull
gray-brown. In juveniles, however, there are light brown, angular
areas on the dorsal sides of the lateral marginal scutes (Nos.
3-9) and the ventral faces of all the marginals may be bright
yellow. The plastron is dull brownish all over, possibly with
yellow fringes along the anterolateral and posterolateral edges;
in juveniles the central area of the plastron is dark brown,
fringed with bright yellow all around except, perhaps, on the
intergular. Head and neck are dull gray-brown above and below
except for a yellow or whitish band along the ventral side of
the mandible in the juvenile there is furthermore an oblong,
yellow mark over the temporal region and extending, less sharplj^
defined, forward to the tip of the nose. One adult individual
shows this pattern faintly. The limbs seem to be more feeble
than in daJdi or tuhercidata. The color pattern of this form is
quite characteristic and very notably different from that of the
Colombian species.
;

A

juvenile specimen, possibly representing a geographic race
of nasuta, from the opposite side of the Amazon drainage (eastern Bolivia) differs greatly from the Para material. It has a
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brown carapace with yellow marginals beneath, whose shield
boundaries are marked by brown edges. The plastron is light
brown with yellowish fringes posterolateralh\ The limbs are
gray except for yellow areas beneath the thigh. The neck is
dull brown above, throat and neck brown below. The mandible,
the maxillary beak and the tympanic membrane are whitish.
The dorsal surface of the head is light brown with a mottled pattern of darker brown spots. The color pattern of this specimen
differs from that of clahli primarily in the brown underside of
throat and neck and the plastral pigmentation. Emys harbatula
Gravenhorst (1829), Hydraspis raiiiceps Gray (1855) and
Hydraspis maculata Gray (1873) are based on specimens that
resemble fairly closely the materials from the eastern end of
light

Amazon Basin, described above.
Distribution and Habitat: The present species is documented
by specimens from the area of Sincelejo only. The only clue as
to its probable distribution lies in the fact that the people of
the middle and upper Sinu valley know the animal by name
(see above), considering it as not edible. The turtle does not live
in the major rivers, such as the Sinu or the Betanci, or in the
lagunas, but rather prefers ponds in the woods. It is a fast walker
on ground and may be found long distances from water. Nothing
is recorded concerning its behavior in the water.
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MEASUREMENTS
Phrynops (Batrachemys)

CNHM
75980
type

Carapace length, horiz.
Carapace width, max.
Shell

height

Carapace width at
marginals 3-4
Plastron length, max.
Plastron length to notch

Width

anterior lobe,

at base

Width

posterior lobe,

at base

Width across anal
Bridge length

Head length
Head width, max.

sulci

dahli, sp.nov.
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