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SHORT NOTES

The karyotype of the Formentera island garden dor-
mouse, Eliomys quercinus ophiusae
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The present terrestrial mammal fauna of the Balearic
archipelago is the result of human introductions having
occurred merely during the Holocene (1,2). Along with
the wood mouse (Adpodemus sylvaticus), the garden dor-
mouse, E. quercinus, is the most ancient immigrant mam-
mal on the archipelago. Its presence has been reported on
all the four main islands but it is now extinct in Ibiza (2).
Subfossil remains date back at least to 6000 y. BP in
Mallorca and Menorca (2,3). Commercial exchanges are
known to have occurred since that time between the
human populations of the archipelago and those living
around the Mediterranean Sea, including African coasts
(4). Therefore, the geographic origin of the populations
inhabiting the various islands may be different as well as
their genetic characteristics. This assumption is reinforced
by the fact that the endoparasitic spectrum of the garden
dormouse differs from one island to another (5).

Morphology also differs; two distinct subspecies have
been described from the area:

E. q. gymnesicus Thomas, 1903 from Menorca is
included in the “quercinus group”, the ventral part of its
tail being entirely white. Though considered similar to the
central European form, its subspecific status was retained
in view of the geographic isolation of the island popula-
tion (6,7). The form of Mallorca has been included in that
subspecies (8,9). However, more recently, it has been con-
sidered as a transitional form between the “lusitanicus”
and the “quercinus” groups, most of the specimens having
a typical black ring at the end of the tail.

E. q. ophiusae Thomas, 1925 is the biggest form of the
garden dormouse known in the world. Undoubtedly, it
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belongs to the “lusitanicus” group. Its geographic distri-
bution is restricted to the island of Formentera .

However, there is no correspondence between these
morphotypes and the five karyotypes described in the gar-
den dormouse (genus Eliomys) either in Europe (E.
quercinus: 2n = 48, 50, 52 or 54, ), northern Africa (E.
melanurus: 2n = 46) or Israel (E. melanurus: 2n = 48)
(10, 11, 12, 13,14).

As far as the Balearic islands are concerned, a diploid
number of 2n = 48 has been reported (15 and not 16, as
stated in 12). Unfortunately, no details are given about the
precise location (island) of the capture site and the source
of information is not mentioned.

Therefore, we here report our analyses of the karyotype
of the garden dormouse from Formentera, endeavouring
to throw some light on the origin of the settlement of the
species in this area.

Two specimens from Formentera were cytologically
analysed. Microscope slides for observation of the chro-
mosomes in somatic metaphases were prepared by direct
treatment of the bone marrow (17). G-banding was
obtained by the technique of Seabright (18). The diploid
number (2n) and chromosome morphological characteris-
tics were analysed using a Leica Q500 image analyser and
Leica Chantal and Qwin software.

The karyotype of both specimens has a diploid number
of 2n = 48 (fig. 1). It is composed of four pairs of large
sized subtelocentric chromosomes, eight pairs of meta
and ten pairs of submetacentric chromosomes, and one
pair of acrocentric chromosomes. The X chromosome is
large metacentric and Y is punctiform. The G-band pat-
tern of the largest autosome pair shows complete band
correspondence between karyotypes from Spain (15,16),
mainland Italy (10,12) and Dalmatia (19) and is well dif-
ferentiated from the pattern observed in the Israeli
dormice (11).

Since the karyotype of North African garden dormice is
2n =46 (12, 20, 21) while the 2n = 48 karyotype has only
been reported in southern Europe (either in the Iberian
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Fig. 1. — Karyogramme of a male garden dormouse (Eliomys

quercinus) from the Formentera island (Balearic Islands, Spain).
The chromosomes are numbered according to their homology
with those presented in ref. 15. Sex chromosomes are in the bot-
tom right hand corner.

Peninsula (16, 22), Italy (10,11), Dalmatia (23), Romania
(24) or in some islands (Sicily, 10; Lipari, 25; Corsica,
26)) it can be assumed that the origin of the Formentera
dormouse is southern Europe. Furthermore, the presence
of only one acrocentric pair indicates a correspondence
with the Iberian karyotypes (15, 16, 22) since the central
Mediterranean Eliomys karyotypes are characterised by
three pairs of acrocentric autosomes (12, 19). Therefore, it
seems that the Garden dormouse of Formentera has been
introduced there from mainland Spain, as was also the
wood mouse to Ibiza, Menorca and Mallorca (27).

Thanks are expressed to Catherine Hallet for her help in
the field and to Jorge Prudéncio for his technical assis-
tance.
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