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Case  2844

Oniscus  asellus  Linnaeus,  1758  (Crustacea,  Isopoda):  proposed
designation  of  a  neotype

David  T.  Bilton

Department  of  Biology,  University  of  York.  Heslington.  York  YOl  5DD,
U.K.

Abstract.  The  purpose  of  this  application  is  to  confirm  as  neotype  of  the  nominal
species  Oniscus  asellus  Linnaeus,  1758  a  specimen  from  Uppsala,  Sweden  proposed
by  Bilton  (1994).  A  specimen  labelled  "asellus'  in  Linnaeus's  handwriting  belongs  to
the  taxon  always  called  Porcellio  scaber  Latreille,  1  804.  O.  asellus  and  P.  scaber  are
amongst  the  commonest  woodlice  of  Europe  and  are  the  type  species  of  their  genera.
Acceptance  of  the  Linnaean  specimen  as  the  name-bearing  type  of  O.  asellus  would
transfer  this  name  to  P.  scaber  as  always  understood,  and  would  confuse  isopod
names  at  the  ranks  of  family,  genus  and  species.

1.  The  nominal  species  Oniscus  asellus  Linnaeus,  1758  (p.  637)  was  based  on  a
four-word  description  and  five  references;  as  originally  defined  the  name  could  apply
to  almost  all  non-conglobating  species  of  terrestrial  isopod.

2.  The  composite  nature  of  O.  asellus  was  recognized  by  early  authors.  The  taxon
was  first  more  narrowly  defined  by  De  Geer  (1778,  p.  549,  pi.  35,  figs.  3-10),  who
apphed  the  name  to  a  woodlouse  with  seven  antennal  segments,  including  three  in  the
terminal  flagellum,  and  prominent  lateral  lobes  on  the  head.  The  description  and
figures  indicate  that  De  Geer  was  referring  to  O.  asellus  as  currently  interpreted.
However,  the  De  Geer  collection  in  the  Naturhistoriska  Riksmuseet  in  Stockholm
contains  three  specimens  below  a  label  bearing  the  name  Oniscus  asellus.  One  of
these  is  O.  asellus  as  now  understood,  one  a  specimen  of  Cylisticus  convexus
(De  Geer,  1778,  p.  553),  and  the  third  an  undetermined  porcellionid  possibly  of
non-European  origin.  The  fact  that  a  separate  De  Geer  species  (C  convexus)  stands
under  the  name  O.  asellus  suggests  that  subsequent  arrangement  of  his  material  has
occurred.

3.  Cuvier  (1792,  p  22,  pi.  26,  figs.  11-13)  introduced  the  name  Oniscus  murarius.
The  description  and  figures  show  that  the  species  concerned  is  O.  asellus  sensu
De  Geer.  In  the  nineteenth  and  early  twentieth  centuries  the  name  O.  murarius  was
widely  used  for  the  species  (e.g.  Budde-Lund,  1885;  VerhoefT,  1908).  Sars  (1899)
adopted  O.  asellus  sensu  De  Geer  (1778)  and  Latreille  (1804),  and  this  application  of
the  name  has  for  many  years  entirely  replaced  O.  murarius  for  one  of  the  commonest
woodlice  in  Europe  (see  for  example  Vandel,  1962;  Gruner,  1966;  Sutton,  1972;
Bilton,  1994).

4.  Cuvier  (1792,  p.  23,  pi.  26,  figs.  9-10)  applied  the  name  O.  asellus  to  another
species,  with  a  two-segmented  antennal  flagellum.  He  remarked  that  he  did  this  for
the  sole  reason  that  the  species  was  the  most  common,  noting  that  the  description  by
Linnaeus  applied  equally  well  to  three  species.  Latreille  (1804.  p.  39)  did  not  follow
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Cuvier's  usage,  and  expressly  based  his  new  genus  Porcellio  (p.  45)  on  Tespece  qu'il
[Cuvier]  appeile  aselle;  this  species  was  described  on  p.  45  under  the  name  P.  scaber,
which  has  been  adopted  by  all  subsequent  authors.  The  differences  between  O.  asellus
and  P.  scaber  are  well  illustrated  by  Sutton  (1972,  fig.  27).  The  Commission  rejected
'O.  asellus  Cuvier,  1792'  as  a  junior  homonym  of  O.  asellus  Linnaeus  in  Direction  88
(March  1958),  but,  as  mentioned  above,  Cuvier  did  not  propose  a  new  name  and
merely  applied  that  of  Linnaeus  in  a  way  which,  although  different  from  De  Geer
(1778),  was  reasonable  at  the  time  but  not  adopted  by  Latreille  (1804)  or  later
authors.

5.  The  names  Oniscus  and  asellus  of  Linnaeus,  1758  and  Porcellio  and  scaber  of
Latreille,  1804  were  placed  on  the  relevant  Official  Lists  in  Opinion  104  (September
1928).  The  entry  for  Oniscus  on  the  Official  List  (1987)  records  'Stiles,  1928'  (i.e.
Opinion  104)  for  the  designation  of  O.  asellus  as  the  type  species,  but  this  is  an  error:
Direction  88  had  noted  a  designation  by  E.  Desmarest  in  1858.  An  earlier  designation
of  O.  asellus  (in  the  current  sense)  is  that  by  Audouin  (1823,  p.  222).  Latreille  (1810,
p.  423)  had  previously  designated  O.  murarius  as  the  type  but  he  did  not  there
synonymize  this  nominal  species,  not  originally  included,  with  O.  asellus  (although  he
had  done  so  in  1804  and  elsewhere).

6.  The  collection  at  the  Linnean  Society  in  London  contains  a  single  specimen
labelled  'asellus'  in  Linnaeus's  handwriting.  The  label  has  pin-holes  at  both  ends,  and
may  have  been  attached  to  this  specimen  by  a  later  worker  (see  Day  &  Fitton,  1978
for  a  discussion  of  this  practice).  The  specimen  is  an  adult  male  of  the  species  always
called  Porcellio  scaber.  but  this  may  simply  reflect  the  composite  nature  of  Linnaeus's
concept  of  Oniscus  asellus.

1.  Acceptance  of  the  specimen  at  the  Linnean  Society  as  the  name-bearing  type  of
O.  asellus  would  mean  reverting  to  the  specific  name  murarius  Cuvier,  1792  for
O.  asellus  auct.  Much  more  seriously,  such  acceptance  would  transfer  the  generic
name  Oniscus  to  the  taxon  called  Porcellio  Latreille,  1  804;  Porcellio  would  disappear,
P.  scaber  would  become  O.  asellus,  and  murarius  Cuvier  would  need  a  new  nominal
genus.  The  family  name  oniscidae  would  take  the  meaning  of  porcellionidae,  and
a  new  family  name  would  be  needed  to  replace  it.  All  this  would  create  intolerable
confusion.

8.  To  avoid  the  situation  given  in  the  previous  paragraph  and  because  of  the  early
history  of  the  name,  it  is  desirable  to  define  O.  asellus  by  a  neotype.  Another  reason
for  the  present  application  is  that  I  have  recently  described  a  subspecies,  O.  asellus
occidentalts  Bilton,  1994  (p.  332).  In  that  paper  I  have  differentiated  O.  a.  asellus  and
O.  a.  occidentalis.  and  designated  a  holotype  for  the  latter  from  Lydford  Gorge,
Devon,  England.  The  nominotypical  subspecies  O.  a.  asellus  Linnaeus,  1758  has  no
type  locahty  but  I  (Bihon,  1994,  p.  331)  have  proposed  a  neotype  from  the
Linnetradgdrden,  Uppsala,  Sweden.  The  types  of  both  subspecies  are  deposited  in  the
Natural  History  Museum,  London.  It  is  necessary  for  the  proposed  neotype
designation  for  Oni.scus  asellus  to  be  validated  by  the  Commission.

9.  The  International  Commission  on  Zoological  Nomenclature  is  accordingly
asked:

(1)  to  use  its  plenary  powers  to  set  aside  all  previous  fixations  of  type  specimens
for  the  nominal  species  Oniscus  asellus  Linnaeus,  1758  and  to  designate  as
neotype  the  specimen  from  Uppsala,  Sweden  proposed  by  Bilton  (1994);
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(2)  to  amend  the  entry  for  Oniscus  Linnaeus,  1758  on  the  Official  List  of  Generic
Names  in  Zoology  to  record  that  O.  asellus  was  designated  as  the  type  species
by  Audouin  (1823);

(3)  to  add  to  the  entry  for  Oniscus  asellus  Linnaeus,  1758  on  the  Official  List  of
Specific  Names  in  Zoology  an  endorsement  recording  that  this  nominal  species
is  to  be  defined  by  the  neotype  designated  in  (1)  above.

References

Audouin,  J.V.  1823.  Cloporte.  Oniscus.  Pp.  222-223  in  Bory  de  Saint-Vincent,  J.B.G.M.  (Ed.),
Diclionnaire  classique  d'Hisloire  nalurelle.  vol.  4.  628  pp.  Paris.

Bilton,  D.T.  1994.  Intraspecific  variation  in  the  terrestrial  isopod  Oniscus  asellus  Linnaeus,
1758  (Crustacea;  Isopoda:  Oniscidea).  Zoological  Journal  of  the  Linnean  Society
(London),  110:  325-354.

Budde-Lund, G. 1885. Crustacea Isopoda Terrestria. per familias et genera el species descripta.
319 pp. Havniae.

Cuvier,  G.L.C.F.D.  1792.  Memoire  sur  les  cloportes  terrestres.  Journal  d'Histoire  Nalurelle,  2:
18-31.

Day,  M.C.  &  Fitton,  M.G.  1978.  Recuration  of  the  Linnaean  Hymenoptera  (Insecta),  with  a
reassessment  of  the  taxonomic  importance  of  the  collection.  Biological  Journal  of  the
Linnean  Society  (London),  10:  181-198.

De  Geer,  C.  1  778.  Memoires  pour  servir  a  I'histoire  des  insectes,  vol.  7.  xii,  950  pp.,  49  pis.
Hesselberg, Stockholm.

Gruner,  H.E.  1966.  Der  Tierwell  Deulschlands:  Krebstiere  oder  Crustacea  5:  Isopoda,  vol.  2.
Fischer, Jena.

Latreille,  P.A.  1  804.  Hisloire  nalurelle.  generale  et  particuliere.  des  cruslaces  el  des  insectes.
vol.  7.  413  pp.  Dufart,  Paris.

Latreille, P.A. 1810. Considerations generates sur ... les classes des cruslaces. des arachnides. et
des insectes. 444 pp. Schoell, Paris.

Linnaeus,  C.  1758.  Syslema  Naturae.  Ed.  10,  vol.  1.  824  pp.  Salvii,  Holmiae.
Sars,  G.O.  1899.  An  account  of  t  lie  Crustacea  of  Norway.  II.  Isopoda.  270  pp.  Bergen.
Sutton,  S.L.  1972.  WoodUce.  144  pp.  Ginn,  London.
Vandel,  A.  1962.  Isopodes  terrestres  (deuxieme  partie).  Faune  de  France,  66:  417-931.
Verhoeff,  K.W.  1908.  Uber  Isopoden.  15.  Isopoden-Aufsatz.  Archivfiir  Bionlologie,  2:  335-387.



Bilton, David T. 1994. "Oniscus Asellus Linnaeus, 1758 (Crustacea, Isopoda):
Proposed Designation Of A Neotype." The Bulletin of zoological nomenclature 
51, 227–229. https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.part.7200.

View This Item Online: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/44552
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.part.7200
Permalink: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/7200

Holding Institution 
Natural History Museum Library, London

Sponsored by 
Natural History Museum Library, London

Copyright & Reuse 
Copyright Status: In copyright. Digitized with the permission of the rights holder.
Rights Holder: International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature
License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
Rights: https://biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions

This document was created from content at the Biodiversity Heritage Library, the world's
largest open access digital library for biodiversity literature and archives. Visit BHL at 
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org.

This file was generated 26 March 2024 at 12:56 UTC

https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.part.7200
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/44552
https://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.part.7200
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/7200
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://biodiversitylibrary.org/permissions
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org

