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Abstract: The revision of the Mesoamerican howler monkeys by Barbara Lawrence in 1933 (Bull. Mus. Comp. Zool. Harv. 75: 
313-354) resulted in the black howler of the Yucatán Peninsula, Mexico, Belize, and northern Guatemala being referred to as 
Alouatta pigra Lawrence, 1933. In her revision, Lawrence (1933) recognized the existence of a previous name, Mycetes villosus 
Gray, 1845, for the black howlers of the region, but considered that it was not possible to use it because the holotype (in the Natu-
ral History Museum, London) was restricted to a damaged skull of an immature female (the skin had been lost), the type locality 
was imprecise and confused, and she was unable to determine to which of two forms she named (A. palliata pigra [Mexico and 
Guatemala] and A. palliata luctuosa [Belize]) it may have belonged. James D. Smith (1970, J. Mammal. 51: 358-369) argued that 
luctuosa was indistinguishable from pigra, but that pigra should be considered a species distinct from palliata. Here I discuss the 
type specimen of Mycetes villosus and its probable type locality, and argue, as Prudence Napier did (1976, Catalogue of Primates 
in the British Museum (Natural History). Part 1: Families Callitrichidae and Cebidae. British Museum [Natural History], Lon-
don), that Alouatta pigra Lawrence, 1933 is a junior synonym of Alouatta villosa (Gray, 1845).
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The holotype of Mycetes villosus Gray, 1845 is a young 
adult howler monkey ZD.1843.9.14.3 with incompletely 
erupted maxillary canines and minimal dental attrition, pur-
chased from Leadbeater and preserved at the Natural History 
Museum, London, UK (Napier 1976, p. 87). For years Lead-
beater father and son were the leading natural history agents 
in London, with premises in Brewer Street, Golden Square 
(Sharpe 1906, p.411). The canine morphology of the skull of 
the holotype diagnoses it as female. A central puncture in the 
frontal bone and the loss of the right nasal bone, along with 
damage to the surrounding bones, are compatible with shotgun 
wounds. A round hole through the left parietal near the cranial 
summit drilled from another one in the basisphenoid, indicates 
the skull was once supported by a rod inside a mounted skin.

Gray (1845) lamented the poor condition of the skin. In 
his view it marred its chief diagnostic feature, the growth 
direction of the frontal hair, later shown by Schlegel (1876, 
pp.145, 152) to be individually variable. Gray (1845, p. 220) 
judged the frontal hair to be forward-directed, and stressed 
“the abundance, softness and length of the hair” which, 
other than the brownish roots of the cheek hairs, is entirely 
“silky” black. Sclater (1872) considered an adult male skin 
ZD.1865.5.18.3 that Osbert Salvin collected in the mountains 

of Chilascó (15°07′N, 90°05′W), above 6,000 feet (1,800 m) 
in Vera Paz, Guatemala, to be the same species, and doubted 
the type locality “Brazils” given by Gray (1845). In the Acces-
sions Register, however, Gray annotated the holotype as from 
“Central America (Mexico?)”; the question mark later being 
lined out. The skull locality reads: “Mexico”. The date of dis-
posal of the skin is unrecorded, but it must have been available 
for Elliot (1913, p.269) to take the body dimensions he sup-
plied. His description, “Entire pelage, hands, feet and tail jet 
black, base of hairs Prout’s brown” may not be based solely 
on the holotype.

Employing the next available name of Mycetes pallia-
tus Gray, 1849, Lawrence (1933) recognized seven subspe-
cies. She discarded M. villosus as indeterminable owing to 
her inability to establish which is its synonym of two new 
subspecies she instigated; Alouatta p. pigra from northern 
Guatemala and A. p. luctuosa from Belize. Hall and Kelson 
(1959) accepted the synonymy and priority of A. villosa, rec-
ognizing an eighth nominotypical subspecies from central and 
eastern Guatemala, the source of ZD.1865.5.18.3. The size, 
pelage colour and texture of A. villosa suggested to Hill (1962, 
p.103) that it is specifically distinct from the smaller mantled 
howler, A. palliata. Smith (1970) deemed this confirmed by 
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cranial and pelage characters and by the sympatry of A. p. 
mexicana at Macuspana in Tabasco, Mexico. He named the 
Guatemalan species A. pigra, with A. p. luctuosa as its syn-
onym. Employing Smith’s (1970) nomenclature, Horwich 
(1983) detected differences in troop size and male genitalia 
between the two species. Its cranial affinities remained to be 
evaluated, but Napier (1976, p.76) considered the A. villosa 
holotype indistinguishable from A. pigra. Its maxillary molar 
cusp pattern is much as Smith (1970) described for A. pigra. 
The skull, although smaller, resembles that of a Guatemalan 
male, ZD.1911.7.27.1.

Groves (2001, p.179) contended that the immaturity 
of the holotype, its lost skin, and the “several other taxa of 
completely black howlers of which [Sclater (1872)] was 
unaware” makes Mycetes villosus indeterminable. This is 
an exaggeration. The holotype is mature enough to be mor-
phologically adult and Alouatta nigerrima Lönnberg, 1941 
is the only completely black howler taxonomically unrecog-
nized in Sclater’s time. Specimens of it did exist, however, 
such as an adult male skull and round skin ZD.1851.4.23.1 
from “Rio Negro”, purchased from the dealer, Stevens. The 
accession date, 23 May 1851, and purported locality indicate 
the specimen was collected by Henry Walter Bates or Alfred 
Russel Wallace who used Samuel Stevens (1817-1899) as 
their agent (Wallace 1905, p. 266). If so, it may well be the 
“large, entirely black kind” that Bates (1863, p.295) shot “in 
the narrow channels near Breves” (1°40′S, 50°29′W), Brazil, 
on about 27–30 September 1849 (Bates 1863, p.223). Wal-
lace (1854) specified that only the “red species, M. ursinus” 
occurs on “the Rio Negro and Upper Amazon”. His “black 
species, M. caraya?” on “the Upper Amazon” was probably 
A. nigerrima.

An already well-known contender can probably be 
eliminated by its reverse frontal hair direction, which Sclater 
(1872) illustrated, and also by the sex of the Mycetes villo-
sus holotype. Only adult males of the sexually dichromatic 
Alouatta caraya (Humboldt, 1812) are black. The determina-
tion of M. villosus is thus effectively a two-horse race. How-
ever, for the sake of completeness, I examined adult male 
A. caraya skins at the Natural History Museum, London, to 
cover the improbability that the holotype skin and skull are 
from different individuals. Listed by Napier (1976, p.79), 
these all differ from Gray’s (1845) description of M. villo-
sus by the presence of pale hairs on the scrotum, throat and 
ventral midline. The four Natural History Museum A. niger-
rima skins, ZD.1851.4.23.1, ZD.1968.103, ZD.1968.104 and 
ZD.1970.1028 differ from the two Natural History Museum 
A. villosa skins in the absence of a brownish tinge to the pel-
age which is ventrally much sparser. Its relatively coarse 
texture is not readily described as “silky”. In the males, 
ZD.1851.4.23.1, ZD.1968.103 and ZD.1970.1028 the scro-
tal hairs are orange. ZD.1970.1028 further differs in the 
intermingling of reddish hairs among the blackish ones of 
the flank. Brownish hair roots are widespread in A. villosa 
ZD.1911.7.27.1, but more restricted to the back, brachium 
and cheek in ZD.1865.5.18.3.

Groves (2001, p.179) described the palate of “Alouatta 
pigra” as “distinctively narrow, deep, and V-shaped toward the 
back”. The palate of A. nigerrima “slopes evenly down from 
post-incisive region to level of M2; mesopterygoid fossa is 
narrow, as is back of cranium. Nasal concave” (Groves, 2001, 
p. 184). However, the only verified “A. pigra” skulls at the 
Natural History Museum, ZD.1875.4.6.2 and ZD.1911.7.27.1 
conform more with the latter description than with the for-
mer. The available skull sample is too small to satisfactorily 
gauge individual variation, but in all A. caraya, A. nigerrima 
and most A. palliata skulls at the Natural History Museum 
the zygomaxillary suture enters the orbit lateral to its sagittal 
midline. The only exception is skull ZD.1970.811 from the 
Salvin collection which may belong to skin ZD.1865.5.18.3. 
As in ZD.1843.9.14.3, ZD.1875.4.6.2 and ZD.1911.7.27.1, its 
zygomaxillary suture enters the orbit very close to the lacri-
momaxillary suture. Except in ZD.1875.4.6.2, the infraorbital 
foramen on the zygomatic bone in these four skulls is smaller 
than that of A. nigerrima. They also differ in that the rear pala-
tal rim is thin and sharp-edged with virtually no mesial protu-
berance, whereas in A. nigerrima it is thickened and emargin-
ate, with a posteriorly projecting boss.

Neither ZD.1875.4.6.2 nor ZD.1911.7.27.1 have a well-
developed mesostyle on the maxillary second molar, but it is 
better developed in ZD.1843.9.14.3 than in ZD.1875.4.6.2. 
The maxillary third molar in ZD.1843.9.14.3 lacks a sty-
lar shelf, but is square and almost as large as the first molar. 
In ZD.1875.4.6.2 and ZD.1911.7.27.1 it is less square and 
a stylar shelf is barely present. All three have larger maxil-
lary third molars than those of females ZD.1913.10.24.2 and 
ZD.1913.10.24.6 from Ecuador which do have stylar shelves. 
Although smaller, their second molars are not morphologi-
cally distinct from those of ZD.1843.9.14.3, ZD.1875.4.6.2 
and ZD.1911.7.27.1. Smith (1970, p.363) reported that of 
all Alouatta palliata subspecies, A. p. aequatorialis (Edua-
dor to western Panama) most resembles A. pigra. “Both are 
large monkeys and frequently the typical mantle coloration of 
palliata is reduced or lost completely in some individuals of 
aequatorialis.” Its cranial and dental traits, corroborated by its 
revised type locality (Mexico), indicate that the holotype of 
M. villosus is not one of these dark individuals, but represents 
the howler monkey later redescribed as A. pigra.

Acknowledgments

It is satisfying to apparently vindicate my late mentor, 
Prue Napier who was dismayed at the reluctance to respect 
the nomenclatural priority of Alouatta villosa (Gray, 1845). 
I thank Ms Paula Jenkins for permission to study the howler 
monkey collection in her care and for assistance with some 
technical terms.

Literature Cited

Bates, H. W. 1863. The Naturalist on the River Amazons. Vol. 
1. John Murray, London.



43

Species-group name of the Mesoamerican black howler

Duncan, F. M. 1937. On the dates of publication of the Soci-
ety’s ‘Proceedings,’ 1859-1926. Proc. Zool. Soc. Lond. 
(A)107: 71–84.

Elliot, D. G. 1913. A Review of the Primates. Monograph 
Series, Vol. 1, Lemuroidea: Daubentonia to Indris, 
Anthropoidea: Seniocebus to Saimiri. American Museum 
of Natural History, New York. [Published on 15 June 
1913, see correction slip.]

Gray, J. E. 1845. On the howling monkeys (Mycetes, Illiger). 
Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist. 16: 217–221.

Gray, J. E. 1849. Description of two species of Mammalia 
from Caraccas. Proc. Zool. Soc. Lond. 1848: 138. [Pub-
lished on 1 June 1849, see Duncan, 1937, p. 80.]

Groves, C. P. 2001. Primate Taxonomy. Smithsonian Institu-
tion Press, Washington, DC.

Hall, E. R. and K. R. Kelson. 1959. The Mammals of North 
America, Vol. 1. The Ronald Press Company, New York.

Hill, W. C. O. 1962. Primates. Comparative Anatomy and 
Taxonomy, Vol. 5. Cebidae, Part B. University Press, 
Edinburgh.

Horwich, R. H. 1983. Species status of the black howler mon-
key, Alouatta pigra, of Belize. Primates 24: 288–289.

Humboldt, [F. H.] A. 1812. Tableau synoptique des singes de 
l’Amérique. In: Humboldt, [F. H.] A. and Bonpland, A. 
[J. A]. Recueil d’observations de zoologie et d’anatomie 
comparée, faites dans l’océan Atlantique, dans l’intérieur 
du nouveau continent et dans la mer du sud pendant les  
années 1799[-]1803. Premier volume. Deuxième par-
tie. Observations de zoologie et d’anatomie comparée. 
Schoell and Dufour and Co, Paris, pp. 353 –363.

Lawrence, B. 1933. Howler monkeys of the palliata group. 
Bull. Mus. Comp. Zool. Harv. 75: 313 –354.

Lönnberg, E. 1941. Notes on members of the genera Alouatta 
and Aotus. Ark. Zool. 33A(10): 1– 44, 3 pls.

Napier, P. H. 1976. Catalogue of Primates in the British 
Museum (Natural History). Part 1: Families Callitri-
chidae and Cebidae. British Museum (Natural History), 
London.

Schlegel, H. 1876. Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle des Pays 
Bas. Revue Méthodique et critique des collections dépo-
sées dans cet établissement. Tome 7. Monographie 40: 
Simiae. Brill, Leiden, 356pp.

Sclater, P. L. 1872. On the Quadrumana found in America 
north of Panama. Proc. Zool. Soc. Lond. 2-9, pls. 1–2. 
[Published in June 1872, see Duncan, 1937, p. 72.]

Sharpe, B. B. 1906. Birds. In: The History of the Collections 
contained in the Natural History Departments of the Brit-
ish Museum, Vol. 2. Trustees of the British Museum, Lon-
don, pp. 79–515.

Smith, J. D. 1970. The systematic status of the black howler 
monkey, Alouatta pigra Lawrence. J. Mammal. 51: 358–
369.

Wallace, A. R. 1854. On the monkeys of the Amazon. Proc. 
Zool. Soc. Lond. 1852: 107–110. [Published on 23 May 
1854, see Duncan, 1937, p. 81.]

Wallace, A. R. 1905. My Life: A Record of Events and Opin-
ions, Vol. 1. Chapman and Hall, London.

Authors address:
Douglas Brandon-Jones, c/o 55 Parkholme Road, London 
E8 3AQ, UK. E-mail: <douglas@quadrumania.net>.

Received for publication: 9 September 2006
Revised: 15 September 2006




