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Correct name for the Indian flying fox 
(Pteropodidae)
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Abstract. I show that the name Pteropus giganteus Brünnich, 1782, frequently used for the Indian flying 
fox following Miller (1903), was created by Brünnich as a new replacement name for Vespertilio vampy-
rus Linnaeus, 1758. Pteropus giganteus Brünnich, 1782 is thus a junior objective synonym of Pteropus 
vampyrus (Linnaeus, 1758). The Indian flying fox should be called Pteropus medius Temminck, 1825, 
which is the oldest name available for this species.

Chiroptera, Pteropus giganteus, Vespertilio vampyrus, Pteropus medius, India, nomenclature

The Indian flying fox was generally referred to as Pteropus edwardsi E. Geoffroy-Saint-Hilaire 
(1810: 92) by authors who did not recognize the Indian flying fox to be specifically different 
from the Malagassy flying fox (following I. Geoffroy-Saint-Hilaire 1828: 699–700; see Andersen 
1912: 330–331 for citations), or as Pteropus medius Temminck (1825: 176) by those authors who 
did recognize the Indian individuals to be different from the African ones (see Andersen 1912: 
329–330 for citations). Miller (1903: 50) suggested that Vespertilio gigantea Brünnich (1782: 
45) antedates Pteropus medius Temminck, 1825 and that it should be used for the Indian species. 
Thereafter, the Indian flying fox has been called Pteropus giganteus (Brünnich) by most authors 
(e.g. Andersen 1912: 326; Ellerman & Morrison-Scott 1951: 97, 1966: 97; Bates & Harrison 1997: 
9; Simmons 2005: 337; Talmale & Pradhan 2009: 6).

My search of literature has revealed that Brünnich’s Vespertilio gigantea cannot be applied to 
the Indian flying fox, because Brünnich (1782: 45) created gigantea as a new replacement name 
for Vespertilio vampyrus Linnaeus (1758: 31) with reference to Vespertilio vampyrus of “Linn. 
Syst. Nat. I. pag. 46. G. 4. sp. 1” [= Linnaeus 1766: 46]. The species was formally named already 
by Linnaeus (1758: 31), which does not influence the availability and meaning of Vespertilio gi-
gantea, as the correct citation is assumed by the International Code of Zoological Nomenclature 
(1999; hereafter ‘the Code’). Thus, Vespertilio gigantea Brünnich, 1782 is a junior objective 
synonym of Vespertilio vampyrus Linnaeus, 1758 (Art. 72.7 of the Code) and cannot be applied 
to a different species.

The oldest available name for the Indian flying fox is Pteropus medius Temminck (1825: 176). 
The taxonomic status of this species is currently in flux (cf. Giannini et al. 2008, O’Brien et al. 
2009, Chan et al. 2011). It should be called Pteropus medius Temminck, 1825, as it was during 
much of its scientific existence, if recognized as a full species. If considered a subspecies of 
Pteropus vampyrus (Linnaeus, 1758: 31), as suggested e.g. by Corbet & Hill (1992), it should be 
called Pteropus vampyrus medius Temminck, 1825.



204

Acknowledgements
This study was supported by the project DKRVO 00023272 of the Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic.

References
Andersen K., 1912: Catalogue of the Chiroptera in the Collection of the British Museum. Volume 1. Mega-

chiroptera. Second Edition. The Trustees [of the British Museum], London, ci+854 pp.
Bates P. J. J. & Harrison D. L., 1997: Bats of the Indian Subcontinent. Harrison Zoological Museum, 

Sevenoaks, xvi+258 pp.
Brünnich M. T., 1782: Dyrenes Historie og Dyre-Samlingen udi Universitetets Natur-Theater. Vol. 1. Nico-

laus Møller, Kiøbenhavn, xxxviii+76 pp.
Chan L. M., Goodman S. M., Nowak M. D., Weisrock D. W. & Yoder A. D., 2011: Increased population 

sampling confirms low genetic divergence among Pteropus (Chiroptera: Pteropodidae) fruit bats of 
Madagascar and other western Indian Ocean islands. PLOS Currents, 3: RNN1226.

Corbet G. B. & Hill J. E., 1992: The Mammals of the Indomalayan Region. A Systematic Review. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 488 pp. 

Ellerman J. R. & Morrison-Scott T. C. S., 1951: Checklist of Palaearctic and Indian Mammals 1758 to 
1946. Trustees of the British Museum, London, [2]+810 pp.

Ellerman J. R. & Morrison-Scott T. C. S., 1966: Checklist of Palaearctic and Indian Mammals 1758 to 
1946. Second Edition. Trustees of the British Museum (Natural History), London, [2]+810 pp.

Geoffroy-Saint-Hilaire [E.], 1810: Description des roussettes et des céphalotes, deux nouveaux genres de 
la famille des Chauve-souris. Annales du Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle [Paris], 15: 86–108.

Geoffroy-Saint-Hilaire I., 1828: Roussette. Pp.: 695–708. In: Dictionnaire classique d’histoire naturelle. 
Vol. 14. Rey et Gravier & Baudouin Frères, Paris, 710 pp.

Giannini M. P., Cunha Almeida F., Simmons N. B. & Helgen K. M., 2008 : The systematic position of Pteropus 
leucopterus and its bearing on the monophyly and relationships of Pteropus (Chiroptera: Pteropodidae). 
Acta Chiropterologica, 10: 11–20.

ICZN [International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature], 1999: International Code of Zoological Nomen-
clature. Fourth Edition. The International Trust for Zoological Nomenclature, London, xxix+306 pp.

Linnaeus C., 1758: Systema naturae per tria regna naturae, secundum classes, ordines, genera, species, 
cum characteribus, differentiis, synonymis, locis. Tomus I. Editio decima, reformata. Laurentius Salvius, 
Holmia, 824 pp.

Linnaeus C. [Linné C.], 1766: Systema naturae per tria regna naturae, secundum classes, ordines, genera, 
species, cum characteribus, differentiis, synonymis, locis. Tomus I. Editio duodecima, reformata. Lau-
rentius Salvius, Holmia, 532 pp.

Miller G. S. Jr., 1903: The technical name of the Indian Flying Fox. Proceedings of the Biological Society 
of Washington, 16: 50.

O’Brien J., Mariani C., Olson L., Russell A. M., Say L., Yoder A. D. & Hayden T. J., 2009: Multiple 
colonisations of the western Indian Ocean by Pteropus fruit bats (Megachiroptera: Pteropodidae): The 
furthest islands were colonised first. Molecular Phylogenetics and Evolution, 51: 294–303.

Simmons N. B., 2005: Order Chiroptera. Pp.: 312–529. In: Wilson D. E. & Reeder D. M. (eds.): Mammal 
Species of the World: A Taxonomic and Geographic Reference. Third edition. John Hopkins University 
Press, Baltimore, 2142 pp.

Talmale S. S. & Pradhan M. S., 2009: A Checklist of Valid Indian Bat Species (Chiroptera: Mammalia). 
Zoological Survey of India, Pune, 17 pp.

Temminck C.-J., 1825: Vues générales sur l’ordre des Cheiroptères. Pp.: 157–204. In: Temminck C.-J. (ed.): 
Monographies de mammalogie. Vol. 1. G. Dufour & Ed. d’Ocagne, xxii+268 pp.

received on 17 June 2012




