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Fixation and description of a neotype 
for Lacerta Palluma

Molina 1782 (currently) — (Squamata: Teiidae)

ABSTRACT

A neotype for the Teiid Lacerta palluma Molina, 1782 (currently) is fixed and described. 
This old species has been subject during more than two centuries to nomenclatural changes 
due the absence of an holotype (probably never fixed, or destroyed during the fire of the 
Jesuits from South America during the XVIII century). Ignacio Molina, a Chilean jesuit 
prist, born in Talca, was the first in describe this species during his staying at the University 
of Bologne, in Italy. The neotype fixation gives definitive taxonomic stability to Callopistes 
palluma (Molina, 1782) and also the Phymaturus flagellifer (Bell, 1843) = Phymaturus 
palluma. Auct. Nec. Molina, 1782.

INTRODUCTION

The identity of Lacerta palluma Molina, 1782 with the species 
currently known as Callopistes maculatus Gravenhorst, 1838 has been 
demostrated by Cei and Lescure (1985) and Lescure and Cei (1991). In 
this context, the species known as Phymaturus palluma (Molina, 1782) 
was also discussed and questioned, and finally found identical with 
Centura flagellifer Bell, 1843; this species should therefore bear the name 
Phymaturus flagellifer (Bell, 1843). The misinterpretation of Molina’s 
species originated from the fantastic mistakes of Meyer (1795) and 



258

Daudin (1802) unfortunately furthered by Gravenhorst (1838). The type 
of Callopistes palluma is notoriously lacking. May be such a type never 
existed; at any rate, the original Molina’s collections at Talca were 
probably destroyed or lost at the time of the forced expulsion of the 
Jesuites from South America.

Nobody dealt with this problem since Molina’s time, nor a neotype 
was fixed until now. It was thus necessary to fill this gap in lacertilian 
taxonomy. Having in mind the ancient but consistent Molina’s 
description, series of specimens belonging to Museo Nacional de Historia 
Natural, Santiago, Chile (MNHN-SCH), of the until today named 
Callopistes maculatus from several localities of Central Chile were 
observed and selected. A remarkable number of their fundamental 
morphological as well as ecological characters, such as size, body and tail 
proportion, cephalic and body lepidosis, general color pattern, are in full 
agreement with the original Molina’s diagnostic report (Cei and Lescure 
1985). Thus, an acceptable neotype is designated, from the locality of 
Huechun (33° 04’5; 70° 46’W, 580 m elevation; 15 Km east of Til-Til, 
Central Chile). A critical analysis of the morphological character of the 
taxon shall be given here, as in the following thorough description.

METHODS AND MATERIAL

Measurements, in mm, of all specimens were taken from fixed animals 
(10% formalin) and preserved in ethanol (70%), with a dial caliper 
Mitutoyo (precision 0.05 mm).

Data of male and female were compared. Where sexual differences 
were found, data are reported separately for the two sexes; for those 
measurements or proportions similar in males and females, the bulk of 
data is given.

The measurements were: Snout Vent Length (SVL), as measured 
from tip of rostral scales to the cloaca; Axilla-groin Length (AGL) from 
the posterior angle or arm to the anterior angle of hind leg (by leftside); 
Foreleg Length (FLL) from the anterior angle of left arm to the tip of the 
third finger of the hand, including the claw; Hind leg Length (Hll) from 
the anterior corner of left hind leg to the tip of fourth toe including the 
claw; Head Length (HL) taken by right side from the anterior border of 
the tympanic opening (meatus) to the tip of the rostral scales; Head 
Width (HW) taken at level of masseterous; Head Height (HH) taken at 
level of eyes.

The examined specimens, all from the Museo Nacional de Historia 
Natural de Santiago de Chile (MNHN-SCH), are summarized in the 
following list.
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Tab. 2 - Measurements ratios (body proportions) of Callopistes palluma (Molina 1782).
The t test with weightened mean for homoscedastic variances is 3.46 (P<0.001).

AG/SVL FLL/SVL HLL/SVL TL/SVL HL/SVL HW/HL HH/HL
X 0.48 0.33 0.56 1.13 0.23 0.67 0.49
SD 0.04 0.068 0.12 0.99 0.01 0.07 0.09
N 30 30 30 30 30 30 30
The male’s head is wider (0.72 ± 0.08 mm, 
N = 19).

N = 11) than the females’ head (0.64 ± 0.04 mm,

Ecological remarks and natural history

The Chilean “Iguana” (Chilean Race-runner) has been reported as 
predator of other Lizards, mainly Liolaemus species (Fuentes, 1976; 
Fuentes and Jaksic, 1979). Furthermore, Simonetti and Yanez (1984) 
reported C. palluma as a carrion-eater; Castro et al. (1991) reported the 
species as an insect-eater, sporadically preying upon rodents in Norte 
Chico; Mellado (1982) reported this lizard feeding on juveniles of 
Abrothrix olivaceus. H. Nunez (pers. observ.) analized its diet in the 
surroundings of Santiago; it includes caterpillars, grasshoppers, spiders, 
scorpions. This reptile can climb on small bushes (up 2 m height) to trap 
bird chicken. The animal is an active predator looking for its prey. When 
a prey is trapped, it helds it with the snout, strongly jerked and with 
lateral movements of the head it is crawled against the ground. It is a 
ground-dweller and cavicolous lizard (such as in the ancient Molina’s 
report), making its burrows by itself with its strong claws. These burrows 
are made in sandy areas, close to water streams, and can reach up to 2.5 
m in extension (H. Nunez pers. observ.), but a shallow depth (maximum 
40 cm). The courtship consists in several fast runnings of male persuing 
the female, biting it on the neck; the male holds the females with the jaws 
by the neck; copulation proceeds, with a lateral movement of the female’s 
tail, a quick penetration of the hemipenis in the cloaca of the female. The 
female lays up to six coriaceous eggs in sandy areas, at the end of October 
or early November. The just hatched juveniles can be seen in the field: 
juveniles do not include vertebrates in their diet.

Thermal biology has been reported by Barahona and Nunez (1981). It 
reaches one of the highest body temperature among Chilean Lizards 
(about 41° C).

Callopistes palluma palluma is distributed in Central Chile, from 
South La Serena up to Graneros locality (South Rancagua) and from 
Melipilla 150 m (west of Santiago) up to quebrada de Macul Southeast of 
Santigo (1250).
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palmar area. Lamellae similar to those of the hand finger. There are 
thirty six of them under the fourth toe of right foot.

Tail slender, 1.96 time the snout-vent length, covered with whorls of 
scales. The scales are quadrangular, narrow and not overlapping (Fig. 1, b; 5).

Color Pattern (in 70° ethanol). Head with dark background scales of 
the snout bicolor, jet-black and olive green. Temporal area with diffuse 
pattern but forming zig-zag lines leaving jet-black glossy areas. This 
pattern reaches the dorsal neck. Background of the dorsum brownish. In 
living animals this color is bright orange. There are four linea formed by 
semi-ocellated large spots involving groups of jet-black scales and three 
to seven scales of bluish color. These lines becoming diffuse at the origin 
of the tail: the second third of the tails has a pattern of bluish dots. Last 
third is orange with dark dots (Fig. 1, a).

Background color of the ventral area of the throat orange, spotted by 
darker dots formed by small groups of two, three scales. Belly area 
orange with dark dots of bicolor scales: orange and jet-black. Tail, by 
ventral surface, without distinct color pattern (Fig. 1, b).

Dorsal area of forelegs pale green. Each scale is bicolored (black and 
green): forearm color indistinct from the ventral surface. Dorsal area of 
hind leg pale green with spots surrounded by zig-zag bluish lines. Ventral 
area of hind leg not patterned (Fig. 1, a, b).

Character variation and sexual dimorphism

We give in Table 1 and 2 summary of absolute measurements and 
measurement of ratios (means and standard deviation) of the full sample 
of the species housed in the Museo Nacional de Historia Natural, at 
Santiago de Chile (MNHN-SCH). Also we point out that two further 
subspecies (C. palluma atacamensis and C. palluma manni, Donoso 
Barros, 1960) have been described.

The considered characters and their abbreviations have been formerly 
indicated in Methods and Material', X - mean, SD - Standard Deviation, 
N = sample number.

SVL AGL FLL HLL TL HL 1IW HH
X 139.3 67.6 47.6 80.1 159.3 31.9 21.7 15.4
SD 19.67 10.8 6.63 11 13.63 5.02 5.52 2.95
N 30 30 29 29 18 30 30 30

Males are larger (SVL, 154.6 ± 13.0 mm, N = 11) than females (130.4 ± 17.4 mm, N = 19).
The t test with weightened mean for homoscedastic variances is 3.87 (P<0.001).

Tab. 1 - Absolute measurements of Callopistes palluma (Molina, 1782)
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Distally these scales become larger and gradually more imbricated. 
Those covering the dorsal surface of the hand are mostly rounded, but 
some of they are triangular, smooth and slightly overlapping.

Scales of ventral surface of humeral and cubito radial areas minute, 
granular and smooth, with heteronotes. In the wrist the scales preceding 
the first and fifth toe are the largest and not overlapping. Lamellae 
quadrangular, not keeled, however all split longitudinally, the surface is 
jet-black. Fifteen lamellae under the third toe of right hand. The claws 
are big and strong.

Hind leg strong, corresponding to about a 0,59 of the snout-vent 
lenght. Suprafemoral scales tiny and smaller than those of the dorsum, 
smooth, granular and not overlapping. Among them these are interstitial 
granular scales. Scales of the dorsal tibial area similar to those previously 
described. Dorsal surface of the foot covered with two kinds of scales; 
those of the inner area, corresponding to the side of the first finger are 
big, triangular, smooth and almost overlapping. Those of the outer area, 
close to the fifth toe, are tiny, round, almost granular, smooth and not 
overlapping.

Ventral femoral area covered with triangular scales, slightly smaller 
than those covering the belly. Each scale has smooth surface, triangular 
shape and overlapping position (Fig. 5). Plantar surface similar to that of

Fig. 5 - View of the cloacal region of Callopistes palluma Neotype, MNHN-SCH-2909.
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Dorsal scales of neck and back small, lenticular, alligned in transverse 
rows, juxtaposed, with tiny heteronotes. Ventral scales quadrangular, 
rather bigger than those of the dorsum, non overlapping, aligned in 
tranversal rows. These scales are homogeneous in size, and abruptly 
replaced by very tiny scales at the flanks, which become bigger toward the 
dorsum.

Between the rows of ventral scales there are heteronotes, specially at 
both sides of the belly (Fig. 1, a, b; 4; 5). Polygonal scales of precloacal 
region slightly overlapping. The anterior lip of the cloacal meatus covered 
with small, irregular and granular scales. The posterior lip of cloaca distinct, 
concave, covered with small scales. Precloacal pores absent (Fig. 5).

Lateral throat skin folds well-developped, marking the border 
between masseterus and milohyoideus posterior muscles, and between the 
latter and the constrictor colli muscle.

Lateral neck folds well developed, delimiting a strongly wrinkled area 
spanning from the auditory meatus to the anterior angle of the foreleg. 
Axilla-groin area with folds, starting from the lateral area of the dorsum 
across the flanks, till the lateral belly areas.

Forelimbs moderately slender, about one third of the snout-vent 
length. Humeral and cubitoradial scales larger than those of the dorsum, 
round, smooth and not overlapping. The humeral scales are larger than 
those covering the cubito-radial area and with heteronotes.

Fig. 4 - Ventral view of the head of Callopistes palluma Neotype, MNHN-SCH-2909.
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Quadrangular superciliar scales arranged in a line, not overlapping 
like bricks. They are fifteen scales on the right side and thirteen on the 
left; they are three loreal almost quadrangular scales. These scales, plus 
those of frontonasal border, from the central region. Eleven subocular 
scales forming a convex and swollen margin. There are two rows of small 
scales between supralabials and loreal scales, and only one row of scales 
between supralabials and the semicircle of suboculars. Temporal area 
covered with tiny, irregular and convex scales (Fig. 3).

Tympanic meatus vertical and curved; skin conspicuously folded 
around it. The scales are small and granular, juxtaposed (Fig. 3), 
symphysial (shin-shield) almost the half size of rostral, with round tip, 
proximal border straight and lateral borders both convex. Another scale 
of similar size to the symphysial immediately behind it, pentagonal, both 
proximal sides convex. Three pairs of quadrangular postsymphysial. 
Between the third pair of postsymphysial, a tiny scale. Gular region 
covered with small rounded scales, all across the gular region and 
tranversally oriented (Fig. 4). A straight line of very small scales can be 
remarked. Nine quadrangular infralabials on right side and seven on the 
left side. Between infralabials and postsymphysial (Fig. 4) a single row of 
small and long scales joined with other to form a complex of scales.

Fig. 3 - Lateral view of the head of Callopistes palluma Neotype, MNHN-SCH-2909.
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Description
Head large, distinct from neck (Fig. 1-2) widest across the masseteral 

region (28,3 mm); head length 39.5 mm (from apex of external auditory 
meatus to the tip of the rostral scale); rostrum 18.4 mm (measures along 
the greatest anteroposterior axis, marked by superciliar scales); snout
vent length 150.5 mm.

Rostral wider than high (ratio 0,59) bordered by five scales. Three 
postrostrals. Polygonal nasal, separated from rostral by two scales; dorsal 
hear scales large, convex, polygonal, greatly differentiated mainly in the 
fronto nasal area. Two unpaired scales of the snout, located very 
anteriorly, bordered by two scales (one at each side) contacted with the 
nasal scale. Frontonasal area with irregular scales forming a ring of large 
scales surrounding a group of smaller scales. Two large prefrontals, half 
the size of the frontal azygous scale, which is almost quadrangular. Two 
large post-frontal scales, round shaped, each almost the same size of 
frontal azyous; between the two postfrontals a sagittate large scale.

Circumorbitals composed by tinty scales, supraocular arranged in a 
line, very slender, crossing the orbital fossa. There are five scales on right 
fossa and four on the left one; the first scale on the left side split in three 
smaller ones. Occipital area covered by tiny irregular and convex scales 
(Fig. 2).

Fig. 2 - Dorsal view of the head of Callopistes palluma Neotype, MNHN-SCH-2909.
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Callopistes palluma (Molina, 1782)
Fig. 1, a, b

Neotype: MNHN-SCH-2909, male, collected in Fundo Huechun 
(33°04’ lat S; 70°46’ long W, 580 m elevation [a.s.l.]; 15 km East of Til-Til) 
by Herman Nunez on November 30,1997.

Diagnosis: this species can be differentiated by the congeneric 
Callopistes flavipunctatus from Peru, by its smaller size and color pattern, 
C. palluma being spotted with large ocellar dots on the trunk, whereas C. 
flavipunctatus has another color pattern. C. palluma can be distinguished 
from the remaining Chilean lizards by its bifid tongue, the lack of 
epiphysis, and the large size, being the largest lizard of the country.

Fig. la - Dorsal view of the herein designed Neotype of Callopistes palluma (Molina, 1782) 
MNHN-SCH 2909, Collected in Fundo Huechun, near Santiago, on Nov. 30, 1997 by 
Herman Nunez.
Fig. lb - Ventral view of the Callopistes palluma Neotype, MNHN-SCH-2909.
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Males
MNHN-SCH 2909 (Neotype) 27-11-97 Fundo Huechún; 33° 04’ lat. - 70° 46’ long; 

580 masl, Herman Núñez leg.
MNHN-SCH 1607 — 27-03-72 Cajón del Maipo; 33° 30’ lat. - 70° 22’ long;

962 m unknown collector
MNHN-SCH 1896 30-09-61 Polpaico; 33°09’lat. - 70°47’ long; 580 m 

Victor Lazo leg.
MNHN-SCH 2068 — 15-01-54 Cajón del Maipo; 33°38’ lat. - 70°22’ long; 

962 m Maria Codoceo leg.
MNHN-SCH 334 — 01-10-78 Colina; 33°30’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 340 — 01-10-78 Colina; 33°30’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 506 — 21-11-80 Cerro Blanco, Polpaico; 33°09’ lat; - 70°49’ 

long; 690 m Herman Núñez leg.
MNHN-SCH 507 — 01-11-80 Taco de Lampa, Lampa; 33§14’ lat. - 70§55’ 

long; 500m Herman and Herman Núñez leg.
MNHN-SCH 555 — 01-11-81 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°52’ long; 

500 m Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 557 — 01-11-81 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°52’ long; 

500 m Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 560 — 01-11-81 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°52’ long; 

500 m Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 561 01-11-81 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°52’ long; 

500 m Oscar Vizcarra leg.

Females

MNHN-SCH 1324 01-11-1976 Palqui; 30°44’ lat. - 70°57’ long; 500 m Eduardo Fuente leg.
MNHN-SCH 1375 01-11-1976 Almendrillo; 32°02’ lat. - 70°35’ long; 1650 m Eduardo 

Fuente leg.
MNHN-SCH 1374 01-11-1972 Santa Laura; 33°04’ lat. - 70°59’ long; 850 m Eduardo 

Fuentes leg.
MNHN-SCH 1897 02-11-1961 Polpaico; 33°09’ lat. - 70°47’ long; 580 m Victor Caro leg.
MNHN-SCH 338 01-10-1978 Colina; 33°20’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 335 01-10-1978 Colina; 33°20’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 339 01-10-1978 Colina; 33°20’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 336 01-10-1978 Colina; 33°20’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 333 01-10-1978 Colina; 33°20’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 337 01-10-1978 Colina; 33°20’ lat. - 70°48’ long; 470 m; Oscar Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 563 01-01-1981 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°72’ long; 490 m Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 562 01-01-1981 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°72’ long; 490 m Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 556 01-01-1981 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°72’ long; 490 m Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 558 01-01-1981 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°72’ long; 490 m Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
MNHN-SCH 559 01-01-1981 Lipangue, Pudahuel; 33°21’ lat. - 70°72’ long; 490 m Oscar 

Vizcarra leg.
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RIASSUNTO

Fissazione e descrizione del neotipo di Lacerta Palluma Molina 1782 (Squamata: 
Teiidae)

Si stabilisce un neotipo per il Teiide Lacerta palluma Molina, 1782 (oggi Callopistes 
palluma (Molina, 782)), antica specie soggetta durante due secoli a interpretazioni 
contraddittorie o errate per la mancanza di un olotipo (probabilmente mai designato, o 
forse distrutto durante la violenta espulsione dei Gesuiti dal Sud America nel Sec. XVIII, 
nella quale fu coinvolto l’abate Ignazio Molina, cileno, nativo di Talea). La designazione di 
un neotipo per Callopistes palluma (Molina, 1782) permette a sua volta di consolidare la 
combinazione Phymaturus flagellifer (Bell, 1843) per Centura flagellifer Bell, 1843, ora 
definitivamente collocata nel genere Phymaturus a cui la specie palluma era stata 
erroneamente attribuita.
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