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CHAPTER 4

DESCRIPTION OF THE SKULL OF BATHYERGUS,
CRYPTOMYS AND GEORYCHUS

In order to facilitate comparisons of the
features of skulls referred to in this work it may
serve a useful purpose to describe the skull of

Bathyergus to a greater extent. Apart from brief

descriptions of some salient features, there is no
virtually complete account of a bathyergid skull
available in the existing literature. The termi-
nology used in this chapter corresponds to the
accepted nomenclature without implying rigid homo-
logies between the different elements of the skull
compared with similar elements in skulls of other
animals. This aspect can only be put in proper
perspective by a detailed study of these elements
during ontogenetic development and this embryological
information is not available to date.

The description which follows is based on

a skull of Bathyergus suillus (Schreber) and the

reasons for choosing this species are two-fold:
(1) in this species, the largest bathyergid
skull is encountered, facilitating easier
identification of the various units of

the skull. B. janetta, the only other

species within the genus is a far smaller
animal ;

(ii) B. suillus has a fairly wide geographical

distribution in the south-western Cape
Province and is therefore the most likely

to be encountered.
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The description of the skull of Bathyergus

which follows below, will then be supplemented by
short notes about the skulls of Georychus and
Cryptomys, especially emphasizing those aspects of

their crania which differ from Bathyergus. Where

no further comments are offered, it is inferred that

what has been said for Bathyergus, is also

applicable to both Georychus and Cryptomys.

General Appearance:

The skull of Bathyergus is rather elongate,

(Fig. 4.1), the average length from gnathion to the
posterior dorsal rim of the occipital region being
approximately 50.0 mm. Seen from the lateral as-
pect, it is more or less flattened dorsally, tapering
with a small angle downwards towards the muzzle.

The skull is robust and strongly built as would be
expected in fossorial znimels. The greatest width
is across the zygomatic arches.

In contract to Bathyergus, the skulls of
Georychus and Cryptomys are much smaller: the
average length as defined above being approximately
42.0 mm. and 32.C nm. for Georychus and Cryptomys
respectively. Seen from the lateral aspect, both
these skuls have a definite convex curvature dorsally,
compared with the flat dorsal aspect of the skull
in Bathyergus. Furthermore, the skulls of
Georychus and Cryptomys are not as robust and
sturdily constructed as is the case in Bathyergus.
(Big. o2 Hoohe

Naso-maxillary region:

In Bathyergus the nasals to a
certain extent protrude dorsally above
the underlying premaxillaries, tapering to a point

posteriorly on reaching the frontals, while asnterior-
ly they terminste bluntly after widening slightly
before the anterior rim is reached. There seems to
be no special structure for the attachment of the
nose pad, as is found in many chrysochlorids.

The laterzl edges of the nasal elements are limited
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by the well developed premaxillaries except for uvhe
most posterior portion where they are bound and
fused to the frontals. Anteriorly, the nasals form
the dorsal edge of the aperture of the external
nares.

The foramen of the external nares (seen
from the front of the skull), is almost square in
appearance being wider dorsally than ventrelly and
narrower transversely than its height. The wventral
rim, formed by the premaxillaries (which incidentally
also forms the lateral walls) is narrower than the
dorsal rim made up by the anterior portions of the
nasal elements.

The premaxillaries are strong and well
developed bulging out laterally to house the strong
upper incisors. On the dorsal surface of the pre-
maxillaries are small openings (irregularly spaced),
probably for exit of small branches of the olfactory
nerve innervating the sensitive nose and snout.

The premaxillaries taper down laterally and medially
and fuse in the midventrsl line to form the strong
diastemic region of the snout. anteriorly, they
are also in contact with each other just above the
upper incisors (forming the lower rim of the
external nares) and each premaxilla sends down a
wedgelike protrusion between the two incisors
extending to about half-way down the length of the
exposed incisors. Where the two premaxillaries
meet medially dorsal to the incisors there is a
pmall elevation which may present a clear gnathion.
Posteriorly, the premaxillary eclements make contact
with the frontals by means of a wedgelike structure,
while laterally and ventrally they fuse with the

maxillaries/...
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maxillaries by means of a clearly defined suture.
On this suture, in the midventral line of the skull
are two small, elongate (but nevertheless well
developed) anterior palatine foramina.
The muzzle protrudes and is relatively
narrow in comparison to the rest of the skull.

Ags far as the naso-maxillary region of
Georychus and Cryptomys is concerned, the following
may be pointed out: in Georychus the contact made
by the anterior rim of the frontals with the
posterior rim of the nasals are not as sharply
pointed as in Bathyergus. In Cryptomys the posterior
portions of the nasals terminate a short distance
before reaching the main body of the frontal elements
and the latter send out a rostrally directed process,
meeting the posterior rim of the nasals. Although
there is a certain degree of variation in this
character, this aspect may be used as a criterium to
distinguish between skulls of Georychus and Cryptomys.

Furthermore, in Georychus and Bathyergus
the nasal elements tend to bulge out laterally to a
certain extent (more or less in the middle portion
of these elements) while this is not the case in
Cryptomys. In this instance, the outer edges of the
nasals form a more or less straight line from the
front to the back.

Looking at the skulls of Georychus and
Cryptomys from the norma anterior it will be seen
that the shape of the exterior naszl foramen looks
something like an inverted triangle, compared to
the more "squared" condition in Bathyergus. This
also seems to be a feature in which individual
variation will be encountered.

Finally, in Cryptomys the large incisors
housed in the premaxillaries underlying the nasals
do not seem to bulge out laterally to such an extent
as is the case in both Bathyergus and Georychus.
Comparatively speaking, the muzzle in Cryptomys is
far less robust compared to the other two genera,
which may seem to be surprising, in view of the fact
that the muzzle is an important portion of the
skull during burrowing activities.

The orbital region and zygomatic arches:

In Bathyergus the frontals are

strongly developed, fusing with the

posterior tapered points of the nasals and

the wedgelike protrusions of the posterior pre-
maxillaries antero-dorsally. Antero-dorsolaterally
and dorso-laterally they fuse with the ascending
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