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Abstract. – Spasalus robustus (Percheron, 1835), s. auct., is a chimerical concept, further to old confusions between 
several names and species of Spasalus Kaup, 1869, and of Passalus Fabricius, 1792. However, the original description 
is precise, illustrated and types are identified. Passalus robustus Percheron, 1835, comb. rev. (Tetraracus variiphyllus 
Kuwert, 1891, n. syn.) is Guyano-Amazonian (Brazil, Guyanas, Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru) and at 
Trinidad. The errors, in the literature, are also related to similarities with Spasalus crenatus (Mac Leay, 1819) 
[S. nigritus (Dejean, 1833), nomen nudum] and S. puncticollis (Le Peletier & Serville, 1825). Otherwise, S. robustus, 
s. auct., is S. silvarum Kuwert, 1898, stat. rev. [S. crenulatus (Dejean, 1833), nomen nudum] and is localized in 
southeastern Brazil, Paraguay and north Argentina-Uruguay. P. robustus and S. silvarum are thus allo-parapatric 
between the southern margin of the Amazon Basin and the Brazilian Plateau.

Résumé. – Qu’est-ce que Spasalus robustus (Percheron, 1835)  ? (Coleoptera, Passalidae). Spasalus robustus 
(Percheron, 1835), s. auct., est un concept chimérique, suite à des confusions anciennes entre plusieurs noms et 
espèces de Spasalus Kaup, 1869, et de Passalus Fabricius, 1792. La description originale est néanmoins précise, 
illustrée et les types localisés. Passalus robustus Percheron, 1835, comb. rev. (Tetraracus variiphyllus Kuwert, 
1891, n. syn.) est guyano-amazonien (Brésil, Guyanes, Venezuela, Colombie, Équateur, Pérou) et à Trinidad. Les 
erreurs, dans la littérature, sont aussi liées à des similitudes avec Spasalus crenatus (Mac Leay, 1819) [S. nigritus 
(Dejean, 1833), nomen nudum] et S. puncticollis (Le Peletier & Serville, 1825). Par ailleurs, S. robustus, s. auct., 
est S. silvarum Kuwert, 1898, stat. rev. [S. crenulatus (Dejean, 1833), nomen nudum], et est limité au Sud-Est 
Brésil, au Paraguay et au nord de l’Argentine-Uruguay. P. robustus et S. silvarum sont ainsi allo-parapatriques 
entre la marge sud de l’Amazonie et le Plateau brésilien.
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The genus Spasalus Kaup, 1869, comprises a dozen species, of which several were discov-
ered recently. One species inhabits the Antilles, all the others are South American. In the genus 
is found a rare example of thelytokous parthenogenesis for the whole super-family Scarabaeoidea 
(Boucher, 2015a; Boucher et al., 2015). S. robustus (Percheron, 1835) is widely distributed and 
is presumed one of the best known species. It is cited by most authors of the American fauna 
of Passalidae. However, a complete review of bibliography, of type specimens, and a study of 
substantial new materials show that “S. robustus” is a mix of two species groups within two 
genera, so named here Passalus robustus, s. str., and Spasalus robustus, s. auct.

Besides P. robustus, s. str., mixed names and species are especially six: Passalus variiphyllus 
(Kuwert, 1891), Spasalus crenatus (Mac Leay, 1819), S. puncticollis (Le Peletier & Serville, 
1825), S. silvarum Kuwert, 1898, and the nomina nuda S. crenulatus and S. nigritus (Dejean, 
1833). The muddled situation, since the 1840’s, had consequences on the knowledge of the 
distribution and endemism of the species.

So far, in the literature S. robustus, s. auct., has for synonyms S. nigritus and S. silvarum. 
Its presumed distribution varied in the time: at first North America and/or the Antilles (i. e.: partim 
Burmeister, 1847; Smith, 1852; Kaup, 1868, 1869), then South America, with “Cayenne, Brazil” 
(Kaup, 1871). Fleutiaux & Sallé (1890) perturbed these data by asserting that the type locality, 
hitherto unknown, is Guadeloupe Island, from a collecting by the naturalist F. L’Herminier 
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(probably the son, 1802-1866). It is also after Fleutiaux & Sallé — who considered S. robustus 
and S. crenatus as distinct species — that remaining authors often included S. robustus in the 
fauna of the Lesser Antilles (i. e.: Kuwert, 1891, 1898; Leng & Mutchler, 1914; Luederwaldt, 
1934; Paulian, 1947; Hincks & Dibb, 1958), Trinidad, and ultimately Tobago (Schuster, 1992). 
To finish, Kuwert (1898) added the Greater Antilles, with Cuba. On the other hand, for Gravely 
(1918), Hincks & Dibb (1935), and especially Luederwaldt (1931) who studied the best the 
species, S. robustus is only reported from South America, mostly in SE Brazil. This opinion 
has been followed (i. e.: Reyes-Castillo, 1973; Bührnheim, 1978), although other authors, 
such as Aguiar & Bührnheim (1998, 2011), cited again the species from Amazonia. A last 
report is French Guiana, on presumed specimens housed in the Muséum national d’Histoire 
naturelle, Paris (MNHN) (Mattos & Mermudes, 2014). This is surprising, because there is no 
S. robustus, s. auct., from there in this collection, but most surely about 200 specimens from 
Brazil (all the states listed below), Argentina and Paraguay. Yet, none of them is cited in same 
paper. Obviously, these authors have mixed-up S. robustus, s. auct., with S. crenatus, and they did 
not consider biogeographical data related to specific distributions. One cannot follow this method.

S. robustus, s. auct., is restricted to southeastern Brazil, Paraguay and northern Argentina 
and Uruguay. Most part of this distribution, in Brazil, is known thanks to Luederwaldt (1931, 
1934; see below). 

Material and methods

About 400 specimens were studied and are conserved at the MNHN, the Universidade 
Federal de Mato Grosso, Cuiabá (UFMG), and in the collections of the authors. The terminol-
ogy of morphological details follows Boucher (2006). The total length is taken from the apex 
of elytra to the anterior border of evaginated labrum (or possibly to the apex of mandibles in 
old literature).

Results

Passalus robustus Percheron, 1835, s. str., comb. rev. 
Passalus robustus Percheron, 1835: 35.
Tetraracus variiphyllus Kuwert, 1891: 184, n. syn.

As usual in the first part of the Percheron’s Monographie (1835), the description of Passalus 
robustus is precise, with a good figure (for the time) of the head and the pronotum. The author 
introduces his species implicitly into the pentaphylous group. However, long lamellate antennae 
are tetraphylous, the first article being reduced, thus less distinct. Paradoxally, this impor-
tant detail was omitted by Percheron, while the origin of his samples was unknown to him. 
Otherwise, the following characters, given by Percheron, prove that they cannot involve the 
same species than Spasalus robustus, s. auct., nor another registered Spasalus species: « 10-11 
lignes [22.2-24.2 mm]. ... corps épais... de l’extrêmité du tubercule [central tubercle] partent 
deux carênes ... jusqu’au bord du chaperon [frontal border], où elles se terminent par deux 
dents... le bord du chaperon ... présente au milieu deux petites épines rapprochées [second-
ary mediofrontal tubercles]... Le corselet [pronotum] est très bombé... le sillon marginal... du 
côté de la tête il s’élargit beaucoup, s’avance sur le disque, pour ensuite rejoindre le bord du 
corselet, et atteint presque le sillon dorsal ; les fossettes méso-sternales sont longues, presque 
linéaires, se joignant presque à leur extrêmité antérieure  ; le disque du méta-sternum est 
accompagné de deux bandes transverses, formées de points agglomérés  ... Les élytres sont 
fortement striées, avec des ponctuations assez prononcées, écartées, pareilles pour toutes les 
stries... ». Consequently, the head and pronotum, pl. 3, fig. 1, are not the ones of a Spasalus, as 
shown by comparing fig. 3, « Passalus Crenatus » of 8 lines length (17.6 mm).
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In his Supplément, Percheron (1841) maintained P. robustus into the pentaphylous group, 
but calling back a detail which distinguishes again clearly the species from S. robustus, s. auct.: 
« clypeo [frontal border], medio spinis duabus minimis junctis [secondary mediofrontal tubercles] ». 
This character state does not exist in Spasalus, although one species, S. bechynei Boucher, 
2015, from Venezuela, Pacaraima, shows relictual secondary mediofrontal tubercles.

Further to Fleutiaux & Sallé (1890), we owe to Chalumeau & Gruner (1974) the justified 
uncertainty on the origin of the type. For them, the species was not found again in Guadeloupe, 
neither on the nearby islands. In other words, it would never have been there. This interpretation did 
not take place by Paulian (1947), although he had also the types and probably more materials 
of the continent. Then Chalumeau (1980) designated the types (25-26 mm length), one from 
“Guadeloupe”, the other from “Antilles”, both in good condition, in the Chevrolat’s material 
(MNHN). Finally, Chalumeau (1983) added that the species could be only on the continent. 
Indeed, the description and the types of P. robustus do not fit with the only Spasalus species 
of the Antilles, S. crenatus/puncticollis, which does not exceed 20 mm length, and which was 
well known to Chalumeau. We see here that Kaup (1869) — indicating the total length « 8-9 
lines [17.6-19.8 mm] Nacht 10-11 lines » (in reference to Percheron, 1835, see above) — 
deals with a clearly smaller species than the original P. robustus.

Tetraracus variiphyllus Kuwert, 1891, n. syn. for Passalus robustus Percheron, 1835. – 
The examination of the types of P. robustus shows that they are conspecific with Passalus variiphyllus 
(Kuwert 1891), a Guyano-Amazonian species widely distributed and rather common. Tetraracus 
variiphyllus was described from Amazonia (Kuwert, 1891); then Kuwert (1898) added Guyana. 
The type (MNHN, female, see Boucher, 1986) corresponds accurately to the description of 
P. robustus. No author underlined this fact. P. variiphyllus remained for a time little known, until 
Luederwaldt (1931) indicates, apparently without error, new specimens from Brazil (Amazo-
nas: Manaus). Later Hincks (1950) cited Guyana, Boucher (1986) French Guiana, Aguiar & 
Bührnheim (1992) and Castillo & Reyes-Castillo (2003) other areas of Brazilian Amazonas, 
Fonseca & Reyes-Castillo (2004) Brazil (Amapá, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima), Amat-García 
et al. (2004) and Reyes-Castillo et al. (2005) Colombia (Amazonas, Guainía, Meta, Valle del 
Cauca), and the last authors, Peru (Madre de Dios: Tambopata). We examined about 220 speci-
mens of the three Guyanas, Trinidad, Venezuela (Amazonas, Bolívar), Colombia (Amazonas, 
Meta), Peru (Loreto), Ecuador (Pastaza, Sucumbios) and Brazil (Amapá, Amazonas, northern 
Mato Grosso, Pará). The species is limited to low altitude (≤ 800 m), by-passing the Guyana 
Massif and occupying the extended Amazonian Hylaea, the Atlantic Guyanas up to Trinidad. 
This corresponds to the so large area of dominant Guyano-Amazonian passalids, for example 
the Proculini Veturius sinuosus (Drapiez, 1820), and to a lesser extent V. cephalotes (Le Peletier 
& Serville, 1825), as studied Boucher (2006).

We note finally that Passalus robustus does not belong to the real Passalus Fabricius, 
1792, s. str., for which started the splitting of this polyphyletic genus (Boucher, 2015b). The 
species (with others) should be transferred to another genus.

Spasalus robustus (Percheron, 1835), s. auct.

Spasalus silvarum Kuwert, 1898, n. stat. – It is the same species than S. robustus, s. auct., as 
already reported by Luederwaldt (1931) and Hincks & Dibb (1935), and who were followed by 
the authors. The two syntypes are 17.6 mm length, young mature stages, slightly dark brown, 
in perfect condition and labeled by Kuwert “silvarum Kuw, Bahia” (ex. Musæo A. Kuwert 
1894 in R. Oberthür 1952, MNHN). It is thus this species name which is appropriate, instead 
of robustus. The species is endemic of southeastern South America. From Brazil it is known 

Bulletin de la Société entomologique de France, 121 (3), 2016 : 355-360



358

in Bahia, Espírito Santo, southern Goiás, southern Minas Gerais, Paraná, Rio, Rio Grande 
do Sul, Santa Catarina and São Paulo. We add southern Mato Grosso, after study of various 
specimens (MNHN, UFMG). The endemism of S. silvarum is similar to Veturius transversus 
(Dalman, 1817) and V. sinuatus (Eschscholtz, 1829), for example, which are widely distributed 
and characteristic of this biogeographical territory (sensu Boucher, 2006). In the same way, 
S. silvarum is absent in Amazonia, and consequently in the Guyanas and the Antilles. Citations 
of these areas result from confusions of species, mainly S. crenatus (which is distributed even 
more widely) on the continent and S. puncticollis in the Antilles. 

Passalus nigritus and P. crenulatus Dejean, 1833, nomina nuda. – Regarding S. nigritus, 
it is another mistake, mainly from Kaup (1871), as it is not conspecific with S. robustus, s. auct., 
but with S. crenatus. Kaup (1871) indicates, for S. nigritus « antennarum lobis longissimis 
aequalibus », which corresponds to S. crenatus, and not to S. robustus, s. auct., whose lamellate 
antennae are always shorter, especially the two first articles, as stated by Luederwaldt (1934). 
The Dejean’s collection (in J. Thomson in R. Oberthür, MNHN) contains one black mature 
specimen, 19 mm length, in perfect condition, labeled by him “Passalus nigrita mihi, h. [habitat] 
Cayenne”. The label corresponds to the Dejean’s Catalogues (1833, 1837) and the specimen 
is a S. crenatus. Another specimen, in similar condition, is labeled “Passalus crenulatus mihi, 
h. Brasilia”, which corresponds again to said Catalogues. This specimen is 16.5 mm length, 
young mature stage, slightly dark brown, and it is a S. silvarum.

Conclusion

The species previously included in the “Spasalus robustus” concept are finally as follows:
– Passalus robustus Percheron (syn. Tetraracus variiphyllus Kuwert), in northern South 

America;
– Spasalus silvarum Kuwert (Passalus crenulatus Dejean, nomen nudum), in southeastern 

South America;
– Spasalus crenatus (Mac Leay) (Passalus nigritus Dejean, nomen nudum), in northern 

South America;
– Spasalus puncticollis (Le Peletier & Serville), in the Antilles.
Passalus robustus and its former confusions, for almost two centuries, is an original case, 

but not isolated in Passalidae. There are others comparable, including supposed well-known 
species. Retrospectively, we shall note that Dejean (1833), of whom all passalid beetles are 
unfortunately nomina nuda, is the first author who separated suitably, with safe origins, the 
most mixed Spasalus and Passalus species.
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em troncos caídos em floresta de terra firme da Amazônia, Brasil. Acta Amazônica, 41 (2) : 311-320.

Amat-García G., Blanco E. & Reyes-Castillo P., 2004. – Lista de especies de los escarabajos pasálidos 
(Coleoptera: Passalidae) de Colombia. Biota Colombiana, 5 (2) : 173-182.

Boucher & Salazar. – Le concept chimérique Spasalus robustus



359

Boucher S., 1986. – Contribution à l’étude des Passalidae guyano-amazoniens (Coleoptera, Scarabaeoidea). 
Annales de la Société entomologique de France, (N. S.) 22 : 491-533.

—— 2006. – Évolution et phylogénie des Coléoptères Passalidae. Les taxons du groupe famille. La tribu 
néotropicale des Proculini et son complexe Veturius. Annales de la Société entomologique de France, 
(N. S.) 41 (3-4) [2005] : 239-604.

—— 2015a. – Trois nouvelles espèces de Spasalus Kaup guyano-amazoniens (Coleoptera, Passalidae). 
Bulletin de la Société entomologique de France, 120 (1) : 7-14.

—— 2015b. – Splitting of the polyphyletic genus Passalus Fabricius, s. auct. I. (Coleoptera, Passalidae). 
Bulletin de la Société entomologique de France, 120 (1) : 113-120.

Boucher S., Dutrillaux A. M. & Dutrillaux B., 2015. – Parthenogenetic reproduction demonstrated in 
the diploid Spasalus puncticollis (Le Peletier & Serville 1825), n. stat., from the Antilles (Coleoptera, 
Scarabaeoidea, Passalidae). Comptes Rendus Biologies, 338 (11) : 738-744.

Bührnheim P. F., 1978. – O edeago na sistemática de passalídeos americanos (Coleoptera : Passalidae). 
Acta Amazônica, 8 (supl. 2) : 60 p.

Burmeister H., 1847. – Handbuch der Entomologie. Vol. 5, Coleoptera Lamellicornia Xylophila et 
Pectinicornia. Berlin : C. F. Enslin, 584 p.

Castillo C. & Reyes-Castillo P., 2003. – Los Passalidae: coleópteros tropicales degradadores de troncos 
de árboles muertos. In : Álvarez-Sanchez J. & Naranjo-García E. (eds), Ecología del Suelo en la 
Selva Tropical Húmeda de México. UNAM, México D. F., INECOL, Xalapa, 302 p.

Chalumeau F., 1980. – Désignation de types de Scarabaeoidea (Coleoptera) néotropicaux et observations 
diverses. Nouvelle Revue d’Entomologie, 10 : 79-96.

—— 1983. – Coléoptères Scarabaeides des Petites Antilles. Encyclopédie entomologique, XLIV. Paris : 
Lechevalier, 295 p.

Chalumeau F. & Gruner L., 1974. – Scarabaeoidea des Antilles françaises. Annales de la Société entomo
logique de France, (N. S.) 10 (4) : 781-819.

Dejean P. F. M. A., 1833. – Catalogue des Coléoptères de la collection de M. Le Comte Dejean. Paris : 
Méquignon-Marvis, 443 p.

—— 1837. – Catalogue des Coléoptères de la collection de M. Le Comte Dejean, 3e édition. Paris  : 
Méquignon-Marvis, 503 p.

Fleutiaux E. & Sallé A., 1890. – Liste des Coléoptères de la Guadeloupe. Annales de la Société entomo
logique de France, (6) 9 [1889] : 351-484.

Fonseca C. R. V. & Reyes-Castillo P., 2004. – Synopsis on Passalidae family (Coleoptera: Scarabaeoidea) 
of Brazil with description of a new species of Veturius Kaup, 1871. Zootaxa, 790 : 1-20.

Gravely F. H., 1918. – A Contribution towards the Revision of the Passalidae of the World. Memoirs of 
the Indian Museum, 7 : 1-144.

Hincks W. D., 1950. – Systematic and Faunistic Notes on American Passalidae (Col.). The Annals and 
Magazine of Natural History, (12) 3 (36) : 1033-1047.

Hincks W. D. & Dibb J. R., 1935. – Passalidae. Coleopterorum Catalogus, 142 : 118 p.
—— 1958. – Passalidae, Coleopterorum Catalogus, 142 (suppl.) : 33 p.
Kaup J. J., 1868. – Prodromus zu einer Monographie der Passaliden. Coleopterologische Hefte, 4 : 1-31.
—— 1869. – Prodromus zu einer Monographie der Passaliden. Coleopterologische Hefte, 5 : 1-40.
—— 1871. – Monographie der Passaliden. Berliner Entomologische Zeitschrift, 15 : 1-125.
Kuwert A., 1891. – Systematische Uebersicht der Passaliden-Arten und Gattugen. Deutsche Entomologische 

Zeitschrift, 1 : 161-192.
—— 1898. – Die Passaliden Dichotomisch Bearbeitet. Novitates Zoologicae, 5 : 137-349.
Leng C. W. & Mutchler A. J., 1914. – A preliminary list of the Coleoptera of the West Indies as recorded 

to Jan. 1, 1914. Bulletin of the American Museum of Natural History, 33 : 391-493.
Luederwaldt H., 1931. – Monographia dos Passalídeos do Brasil (Col.). Revista do Museu Paulista, 17 : 1-265.
—— 1934. – Revisão do género Paxillus (Col. Lamell. Passalidae). Revista do Museu Paulista, 18 : 356-369.
Mattos I. & Mermudes J. R., 2014. – Passalidae (Coleoptera: Scarabaeoidea) from Ilha Grande (Angra 

dos Reis, RJ) with new diagnosis and distributional records in Brazil. Check List, 10 (2) : 260-268.

Bulletin de la Société entomologique de France, 121 (3), 2016 : 355-360



360

Paulian R., 1947. – Scarabaeoidea. In : Fleutiaux E., Legros C., Lepesme P. & Paulian R., Coléoptères 
des Antilles, Vol. 1. Faune de l’Empire Français, 7 : 1-239.

Percheron A., 1835. – Monographie des Passales et des genres qui en ont été séparés. Paris, J. A. 
Mercklein, 108 p.

—— 1841. – Révision critique et supplément à la Monographie du genre Passale. Revue et Magasin de 
Zoologie, 11 : 1-48.

Reyes-Castillo P., 1973. – Passalidae de la Guayana Francesa (Coleoptera, Lamellicornia). Bulletin du 
Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle, Zoologie, (3) 197 : 1541-1587.

Reyes-Castillo P., Amat-García G. & Fonseca C. R. V., 2005. – Análisis de parsimonia de endemismos 
de Passalidae (Coleoptera: Scarabaeoidea) de la subregión amazónica (p. 461-468). In  : Llorente 
Bousquets J. & Morrone J. J. (eds), Regionalización biogeográfica en Iberoamérica y tópicos afines. 
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