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In their valuable revision of aepyornithiform systematics,

Hansford & Turvey [1] deplore the fact that some significant

specimens could not be measured and included in their

morphometric analysis, because they have been destroyed or

cannot currently be located. The most important specimens in

this regard probably are the skeletal elements in the type series

of Aepyornis maximus Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, 1851 [2], the first

aepyornithiform taxon to have been described, which could not

be located in the collections of the Muséum National d’Histoire

Naturelle in Paris, where they should be. Hansford and Turvey

have designated as the lectotype of Aepyornis maximus an

incomplete left tarsometatarsus, lacking the proximal end and a

large part of the shaft, but showing the three distal trochleae.

This is a wise choice, since that specimen was the best preserved

in the original collection studied (but not illustrated) by

Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire [2] and was used by him to establish the

fact that the huge eggs with which it was (loosely) associated

were indeed those of a giant bird. As noted by Owen [3], the

set of bones available to Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire also included an

incomplete right tarsometatarsal and the proximal end of a right

fibula. Because the original specimen of the lectotype was not

available, Hansford and Turvey did not include it in their

analysis, although they did mention a few measurements
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Figure 1. Set of casts of the bones of Aepyornis maximus mentioned by Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire [2] ( plastosyntype series), Natural
History Museum, Rouen, collective number 050303038. From left to right: incomplete left tarsometatarsus ( plastolectotype),
proximal end of right fibula, incomplete right tarsometatarsus. Scale bar: 5 cm.
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Figure 2. Plastolectotype, i.e. cast of the lectotype (as designated by Hansford and Turvey [1]) of Aepyornis maximus, an incomplete
left tarsometatarsus, Natural History Museum, Rouen. (a) Dorsal view and (b) plantar view. The small brass tube inserted into the
plantar face of the bone makes it possible to insert it on a brass wire for display in a vertical position (figure 1).
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published by Owen [3]—others were given by Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire [2]. Additional measurements

could have been obtained from the natural size lithographs of that specimen, based on a cast,

published by Bianconi [4]. However, we suggest that a number of measurements of the newly

designated lectotype can be obtained from one of the many casts of the specimen that were

distributed throughout Europe and beyond soon after Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire’s original description [5].

In the course of an ongoing project on Aepyornis specimens in French collections, we have located a

number of them in various museums. Of special importance in this respect is a set of casts (collective
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collection number 050303038) kept in the collections of the Natural History Museum in Rouen, in

Normandy (figure 1). It consists of high-quality and well-preserved plaster casts of the three bones

originally examined by Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire in 1851, viz. two incomplete tarsometatarsi (including

the lectotype designated by Hansford and Turvey) and the proximal end of a fibula [3], which can be

considered as plastosyntypes (following Evenhuis’s nomenclature [6]). The records of the Rouen

Museum indicate that the specimens (plus a cast of an egg), sent by the National Museum of Natural

History in Paris, were received in March 1852, a little more than a year after Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire’s

presentation of the originals at the French Academy of Sciences. There is therefore no doubt that these

are casts of the syntype series of Aepyornis maximus (no other Aepyornis specimens were available in

Paris at that time). This is confirmed by a comparison with the measurements provided by Geoffroy

Saint-Hilaire [1] and Owen [3] and with the lithograph published by Bianconi [4]. The cast of the

lectotype (or plastolectotype [6], figure 2) shows that it lacked the proximal end and part of the shaft

and that trochleae II and III were incompletely preserved. However, many of the measurements listed

by Hansford and Turvey for the tarsometatarsus (24 out of 44) can be taken on it. Although the casts

in Rouen are of excellent quality, various other casts of the lectotype of Aepyornis maximus are kept in

other museums and could serve the same purpose. For instance, Lydekker [7], in his Catalogue of the
fossil birds in the British Museum (Natural History) [today the Natural History Museum], lists under

collection number A 81 a cast of an incomplete tarsometatarsus figured by Bianconi [4] that is clearly

a cast of the lectotype of Aepyornis maximus. The nineteenth century habit of widely distributing casts

of important palaeontological specimens can still have beneficial consequences today when originals

have been destroyed or lost.
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