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THE NILE TUPINAMBIS, or THE EGYPTIAN
MONITOR (1).
The naturalist Geoffroy, professor of zoology at the
natural history museum of Paris, collected this species
of Nile tupinambis from Egypt. It is very similar to the
starry tupinambis of Senegal, and seems to differ from it
only by the irregular disposition of its spots and by the
lack of double keels on its tail. I describe it here under
the name tupinambis du Nil or varan d’Égypte.
(1) Tupinambis niloticus ; suprá sub-viridis
fuscescente maculatus, subtùs pallidior, squamis
sub-hexagonis margine granulatis, caudá subcylindricá non carinatá, compressá et longitudine
corporis.
Lacerta nilotica. Linnæus, Syst. nat. – Idem, Gmelin,
Syst. nat. pag. 1075, n° 37. – Idem, Hasselquist, Iter.
ægypt. palest. pag. 361. – Idem, Forskœl, Descript.
anim. ægypt. pag. 13, n° 2. – Le triangulaire.
Daubenton, Dict. erpét. encyclop. méthod. – Idem,
Lacépède, Hist. des quadr. ovip. in-12, tom. II, p.
129. – Le lézard du Nil. Hist. amph. fasc. secundus,
pag. 195 et suiv.
Until now, it has not been correctly observed by any
author; at least I did not find its complete description in

any publication.
This Daudin; Hist. des rept. par Latreille, tom. I, pag.
246. – Scincus niloticus. Schneider, reptile is similar to
the starry and picketed tupinambis of Bengal, by the
shape of its different parts, and by the configuration of its
nearly hexagonal scales, granulated on their border, and
surmounted by a small keel at their center; and it only
differs from them by a small number of characters, being
however enough to show that it should be considered as
a distinct species.
Its tail is nearly cylindrical, verticillated, without
any crest or keel above; and it occupied half of the total
length which is about two and a half feet in the specimen
I have observed. Its ventral scales are a little bit more
rugous in contact than those of the other tupinambis,
because their borders are nearly as granulated as by
those of the back.
Its color is dirty gray to light yellowish, without
any spots and slightly paler below.
Hasselquist, disciple of Linnæus and author of
a travelogue to the Levant and Egypt, is the only one
among all naturalists who has described this animal
from nature; however, its description is not sufficient,
not even accurate enough, to allow proper classification
of this animal in the saurian order; this is why, until now,
all the naturalists proposed a wrong assignment for the
correct position of this lizard.
Linnæus and Gmelin placed it in the ninth section
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of the lizard genus, between the five and two striped
skinks, under the name Lacerta nilotica; and Schneider
also placed it recently among the skinks. However, if
we examine the description of this saurian carefully,
it becomes obvious that it should belong to the genus
Tupinambis, because of its body scales transversally
arranged in rings, and because of its long tail,
verticillated and compressed especially towards its end.
I consequently first placed this saurian among the lizards
themselves in Latreille’s reptile book; and now I classify
it in the genus of the Tupinambis.
This animal is the lézard triangulaire of Daubenton
and Lacépède.
The Nile tupinambis, named varan or varar by the
Arabs according to Forskœl, is about three feet and two
inches long.
Hasselquist, in the original edition of his travelogue,
compared the Nile tupinambis to the common skink;
which has certainly induced error by naturalists until
now.
The head is oblong, depressed, and a little bit higher
than the neck in the cranium area; snout is oblong,
triangular, depressed, flattened, marked on its center by
a longitudinal angle, obtuse at its end which is slightly
elongated and covered with rounded, raised and smooth
scales; the mouth is wide and very split; teeth are small,
very acute, convex in front and few in number.
Neck size is two times head length.
Body is not depressed, slightly projecting at its
middle, on the flanks. Back is covered by oblong nested
scales placed by rings and marked by a keel which is
slightly prolonged as a small spine at its posterior part;
on each side, against those keels, scale border is marked
by whitish dots. Moreover, Hasselquist noted that the
middle of the back possesses a wide longitudinal line
formed by four scale rows distinct from the others by
their shape, and only similar to those of the venter.
The abdominal scales, or rather those of the venter,
are prismatic because of the presence of an oblong
tubercle, which is a keel, and their border is covered
with projecting points. The four scale rows of the back
and those of the venter are thus all covered with a keel
which is more extended and slightly pointed on the back
scales.
Tail is twice as long as the body, and even longer;
it has slightly more than its anterior half verticillated,
cylindrical, while the other tail part is triangular,
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provided with a longitudinal angle on each of its both
sides: its scales, like those of the feet, are slightly smooth
and similar to those of the back; however, those of the
lower part of the feet are roundish.
The internal lateral finger, or the thumb of the front
feet, is two times shorter than the others; the second and
fifth digits are of equal length; the third and fourth are
also of equal size between them, and longer than the
others. The thumb and the little finger of the feet are
shorter than the three others; the second digit is longer
than the thumb; the third and fourth are of equal size but
longer than others.
Color of this saurian is shiny brown above and
whitish below.
Hasselquist found the tupinambis that I here describe
in marshy places close to the Nile in Egypt. Forskœl
also observed this animal there and he described it by
the following characters:
“Its tail is long, verticillated, covered with blunt and
truncated scales; back scales possess a slightly acute
keel; and the lower thigh is without warts.”
All naturalists reporting on the saurian after
Hasselquist, among them Linnæus, have so reduced and
truncated the description that the author has given, that
I was first induced to error about the place the reptile
has to occupy in the order of saurians; and I wrongly
presumed, in the reptile book recently published by
my colleague Latreille, that the Nile lizard could be a
young, perhaps abnormal crocodile: the suspicion was
partly founded on the specific character assigned by
Linnæus (1), and on the ridiculous opinion of some
inhabitants of Egypt, thinking that this reptile originated
from crocodile eggs laid in the sand, and that crocodiles
only hatch from those deposited in the water.
(1) Lacerta nilotica ; caudá longá, extimo triquetrá,
corpore glabro, dorso squamarum lineis quatuor.
Gmelin and Linnæus, Syst. nat. p. 1077, n° 5.
This animal is carved on some ancient Egyptian
monuments, and it was venerated by them because it
is very fond of crocodile eggs and it hunts juveniles on
the bed of the river, as do the ferocious turtles of the
Euphrates and the Caroline.
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Daudin, F.M. 1802. Histoire Naturelle, Générale et Particulière, des Reptiles.
De L’Imprimiere de F. Dufart, Paris Pp. 59-66.
SECOND SECTION. TUPINAMBIS
With a tail topped by a small double keel and slightly
saw serrated
Their tail is compressed on the sides, and topped by
a double longitudinal fold or keel and slightly saw
serrated. The section comprises five species inhabiting
Africa and India.
THE STARRY TUPINAMBIS OF AFRICA. (1)
See plate XXXI in this volume.
This species, very elegant in the arrangement of
small circles of white scales that are arranged in black
transverse bands on its dorsum, was indeed illustrated
several times by Seba under different names and as an
inhabitant of Amboina, in New Spain, or from Brazil. It
seems rather to live in Africa, only from Senegal where
it is named galtabé, to the Cape of Good Hope.
(1) Tupinambis stellatus ; suprà fusco-niger, fasciis
transversis dorsalibus albido ocellatis; caudá
longâ, suprà tenuiter carinato serratâ.
Lézard magnifique d’Amboine (Magnificent
Lizard of Amboina). Seba, t. I, pl. XCIV, fig. 1, 2
and 3 – Lézard téjuguaeu de Ceilan (Tejuguaeu
Lizard of Ceylon), slightly discolored. Seba,
tom. I, pl. CLIX, fig. 2; tom. II, pl. CV, fig. 1. –
Large tilcuetzpallin Lizard from New Spain, to
the report of Hernandez. Seba, tom. I, planche
LCVII, figure 2. – Lizard named taraguico
ayguraba in Brazil. Seba, tom. I, planche
XCVIII, figure 3. – Lizard from America, called
cordyle or spiny tailed. Seba, tom. I, pl. CI. This
is without any doubt an old tupinambis, totally
brownish, on which the starry spots disappeared,
and on which only some yellowish spots are
subsisting, mostly above members. See what
I write about it in pages 423 and 424 in the
present tome. – Le tupinambis (The tupinambis).
Lacép. Hist. nat. des quadrup. ovip. in-12. Tom.
I, pag. 305 and next pl. X. – Lacerta capensis.
Sparrman ; Voyage au cap de Bonne –Espérance
et autour du monde (Travel to the Cape of Good

Hope and around the World), French translation,
in-8°, tom. III, pag. 259 and follow. – Stellio
salvaguardia. Laurenti, Synops. Rept. pag. 57,
n° 92. It is the spiny tailed lizard of Seba which
is cited in the synonymy. – Galtabé, in Senegal.
– Lacerta monitor. George Shaw, Natur. Miscel.
in-8°, n° 7, pl. 21.
The head of this magnificent tupinambis is flat on
top of the elongated skull, slightly obtuse, and similar
to a four-sided pyramid, like that of other tupinambis:
it is a bit more compressed on its sides, in front of the
eyes and the top of the anterior third is rather inclined;
the top and the sides are entirely covered with small
smooth scales, hexagons or pentagons; while those same
parts are covered with fairly large and numerous scaly
plates by the tupinambis sauvegarde of America. Its
nostrils resemble those of the tupinambis from the new
continent, that is to say, they are elongated, arranged in
length on the sides of the upper jaw and slightly apart
from the tip of the snout, which is not swollen above
like the one from the Bengal tupinambis. It has twelve
short and conical teeth on each side of the upper jaw,
and only ten on each side of the lower jaw.
This Tupinambis is relatively black and dark above,
and whitish or rather ashen below. It has pale yellowish
straight lines transversally across the top of the head;
its cheeks are quite pale, intermixed with small blackish
spots: above the neck, one can see several yellowish
white lines which are very angular, with their angle
pointing back. On the dorsum and cylindrical base of
the tail, one can see ten transverse dark black bands,
each accentuated by five to nine spots or whitish
circles, which gives the animal an ocellated appearance.
Between these bands, whose number varies more or
less depending on the individual, there are a number
of scattered and whitish spots that extend over most of
the tail length. Limbs are covered with a certain amount
of speckling and small, rounded whitish spots. On the
ventral surface there are eight narrow blackish cross
bands, set aside.
All scales located on the neck, body, limbs and tail
are very small, rounded, smooth and slightly raised in
their center, and a little granulated on their edges. On
the ventral surface and tail, the scales are slightly larger,
squarish, oblong, disposed in transverse lines, and also
similar to those of the back. They are regular hexagons
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in the chest, under the limbs, and around the tail. There
are approximately twelve transverse rows on the chest
between the arms, and seventy-two on the ventral
surface.
The tail is about as long as the body, whorled, thick
and cylindrical at its base, then laterally compressed
and provided above with a small double keel, somewhat
similar to a longitudinal fold, and finely saw-serrated
above all the rest of its extent; then it tapers. The anus is
transverse.
The four legs are sturdy, thick, and each provided
with five separate and clawed fingers: the nails are
laterally compressed, strong and hooked. The outer
finger of the hind foot, which matches our little finger,
is inserted on the side and slightly below the base of the
others; moreover, the four thumbs are very short.
Dimensions of a large starry tupinambis from my natural
history collection
Feet Inches Lines
Total length
Head length
Head width at nostrils level
Head width a eyes level
Length of neck
Circumference of neck
Body length until above anus
Body circumference at its middle
Length of the whole tail
Tail circumference at its base
Length of the unkeeled tail part
Length of the anterior limbs to the claw
Circumference of anterior limbs at their base
Length of the posterior limbs
Circumference of posterior limbs at their base

4

1
1
2

1
3
1
4
7
1
5
7
4
6
5
7
6

6
6
7
6
9
3
9
6
6
6
3

*Note from the translator: 1 foot = 324 mm; 1 inch = 27 mm; 1 line
= 2.25 mm.

Seba placed this beautiful saurian (tom. II, pl.
CV, fig. 1) under the name ocellated tejuguacu lizard
(Lézard téjuguacu ocellé) or saurus of Ceylon (saurus
de Ceilan). According to that author, the Dutch in Ceylon
call it the sea shore defender (défenseur du rivage de la
mer) and the French sea lizard (lézard de mer). It feeds
on small dead fishes, either from the sea or from rivers,
which were washed ashore by the waves.
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We must undoubtedly relate this African tupinambis
to the one Sparrman described in his journey, under the
name lizard of the Cape of Good Hope. This lizard is the
largest of all those found in the colony, because its body
is two feet long, and its tail three; it is even suspected
it can get larger. Its body is covered with very small
scales; its color is black and brownish green above,
whitish below, with sixteen or eighteen irregular black
transverse bands, namely, about eight bands of the yoke,
and nine others on the pectoral and abdominal regions:
the tail is compressed, keeled above, marked with
sixteen to eighteen white areas, and the same number
of black stripes, alternately arranged like rings until
its end which is black. Its feet each have five separate
fingers, and as many elongated sharp nails. According to
Sparrman, this lizard has some resemblance to the one
Seba figured tom. I, pl. XCIV, fig. 1, under the name of
Ceylon lizard (lézard de Ceilan), by the rings on its body;
but the Cape Lizard has more, and did not indeed have
the same colors. I must add here that Sparrman noticed
that this tupinambis from the Cape of Good Hope, of
which he took two juveniles, is amphibious, loves water
as much as earth, and moreover, it is extremely lively:
this traveler grabbed it by the neck, so it could not bite
him, and seeing that the animal struggled to free itself
with much violence, he rapidly perforated its heart and
head skull with a large needle and several punctures; but
the tupinambis still seemed very willing to flee. Then
they pressed its body repeatedly with violence; its four
legs were tied together, and it was hung in a noose that
shook very strongly. After forty-eight hours the animal
released itself from the noose, but we soon found it,
seeming much enfeebled. Sparrman then plunged it
into brandy, and after a quarter of an hour it still lived
and struggled. The locals believe, probably rightly, that
this large lizard, which is obviously neither bad nor
poisonous, might be easily tamed. (Sparrman, Journey
to the Cape of Good –Hope and around the World,
French transl., in-8°, tom. III, pag. 259 and follow.).
In 1790, George Shaw gave in his The Naturalist’s
Miscellany, a quite inaccurate figure, and a good
description of the starry tupinambis; but he was wrong
in claiming that this saurian also lives in the East Indies
and South America. Indian and American tupinambis
are quite different animals from the species that I have
just described.
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Daudin, F.M. 1803. Histoire Naturelle, Génerale et Particulière des Reptiles.
Tome Huitème. De L’imprimerie de F. Dufart, Paris. Pp. 353.
SECOND SECTION.

10. Ornate tupinambis; tupinambis ornatus.

Tupinambis with a tail topped with a small, slightly
saw-serrated double keel.

Black, with a white throat striped by nine
transversal black bands, seven rows of transversal
round white spots on the back, and twelve to eighteen
whitish rings around the tail slightly saw-keeled above.
Var. A. Ornate tupinambis having eighteen rings
around the tail.

7. Starry tupinambis; tupinambis stellatus.
Blackish brown above, with transversal bands
formed by small whitish ocellated circles and dotted
between them with whitish points; tail long, slightly
saw-keeled above.
8. Nile crested tail tupinambis; tupin. niloticus.
Blackish brown above, with bands, points and
small whitish ocellated circles irregularly placed; tail
long, slightly keeled in saw above.
9. Bengal tupinambis; tupinambis bengalensis.
Ashy above, dotted here and there with black and
whitish; black bands on cheeks; throat punctuated with
black, whitish below; tail long, slightly saw-keeled
above.

Plate XXIX. Tupinambis cepedien.

11. White throated tupinambis; tupin. albigularis.
Below and sides of the head and throat whitish,
spotted with brown; two whitish lines going from the
eyes to the neck; tail long, slightly saw-keeled above.
12. Variegated tupinambis; tupinambis variegatus.
Blackish above, with streaks formed by lines and
transversal double rows of small rounded yellow spots;
tail two times as long as the rest, slightly saw-keeled
above.

Plate XXX. Tupinambis indien.
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Plate XXXI. Tupinambis étoile d’Afrique.
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Plate XXXII. Tupinambis a gorge blanche.

*The findings and conclusions in this article are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the views
of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

