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Pygmy lorises (Nycticebus pygmaeus) without sublingua
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Summary

Since establishment of the Endangered Primate Rescue Center (EPRC) in 1993 the center
received a total of 89 pygmy lorises (Nycticebus pygmaeus) and 9 northern slow lorises
(Nycticebus bengalensis). The animals are mostly confiscated from Forest Protection Departments
in cooperation with the EPRC or through activities of the organization Education for Nature Vietnam
(ENV). Some animals also donated from private persons after they realize that it is illegal to keep
the lorises, or they are donated from tourists which bought the animals from hunters, traders or in
an illegal market with the intention to rescue the animals but unaware that buying protecting animals
is an illegal and criminal act.

On arrival at the EPRC all animals undergo a health check and are quarantined for a six week
period. During these routine health checks, we accidentally discovered that two pygmy lorises did
not have a sublingua, which is a special morphological feature of some mammals, including lorises.
We have only just started to look systematically for this feature and can to date not determine how
many of the pygmy lorises kept at the EPRC do lack a sublinga and it what the ecological
implications of the lack of this feature are.

Vé nhiing cac thé cu li nhé (Nycticebus pygmaeus) khong c6 luéi thi cap

Tom tat

Tu khi xay dung trung tam cuu ho thu linh truéng (EPRC) nam 1993, trung tam da ti€p nhan 89
céa thé cu li nhod (Nycticebus pygmaeus) va 9 ca thé cu li lon (Nycticebus bengalensis). Nhing ca
thé nay phan Ion dugc tich thu va chuyén giao tu cac chi cuc kiém lam, két qua hop tac cung véi
trung tam cuu ho EPRC va té chuc gido duc thién nhién Viét Nam (ENV). Mot s6 céa thé khac dudgc
tu nguyén giao nop tu nhdng ca nhan da nuéi loai cu li lam vat canh, hoac do khach du lich mua lai
tu tho san, ngudi mua ban dong vat hoang da véi muc dich ctu ho. Nhing ngudi giao nop khong
nhan thuic dugc viec mua ban cac dong vat hoang da la vi pham phap luat. Sau khi dén trung tam
cuu ho, cac ca thé nay dugc kiém tra stic khde va cach ly kiém dich trong vong 6 tuan. Trong qua
trinh kiém tra stic khoe, chung toi da tinh ¢d phat hién hai ca thé loai cu li nhd khong cé lusi thu cép.
Ludi thu cép la moét dac diém hinh thai dac trung ctia mot vai loai thu bao gébm cé loai cu li. Chung
toi da bat dau viec quan sat mot cach co hé théng vé dac diém nay, tuy nhién hién nay véan chua
xac dinh dudc bao nhiéu céa thé cu li & EPRC khong co ugi thi cép va y nghia cua dac diém nay voi
sinh thai hoc.
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Introduction

Some prosimians possess below the tongue a
special structure, the sublingua, or “under-tongue”
(Fig. 1). A similar structure can be also found in
several other groups of primitive mammals, like
marsupials, treeshrews and colugos (Ankel-
Simons, 2000).

Lorises lower incisors and canines form the
“toothcomb”, which lorises use to gouge holes into
trees to lick the excreted gum (Streicher 2009;
Streicher et al. 2013). The toothcomb is also
assumed to play a role in grooming. However the
very narrow position of the teeth in the toothcomb
makes it prone to accumulation of food remains or
hair

Fig.1. Pygmy loris shows the sublingua, the “under-tongue”.
Photo: Duke Lemur Center.

The sublingua, the “under-tongue” of the pygmy lorises and northern slow lorises is a muscular
structure below the tongue (Hershkovitz, 1977, Jones, 1918), about 10 mm long and 5 mm wide on
the base (Fig. 2, 3 and 4). The front of the sublingua ends in mostly 13 keratinized serrations -
“denticles” (Osman Hill, 1953) (Fig. 5). These denticles correspond with the narrow gaps between
the teeth in the tooth comb and the sublingua is assumed to serve to remove remains of bark or
food items from the toothcomb (Jones, 1918; Osman Hill, 1953, Sonntag 1921).

Fig.2. The sublingua, or "under-tongue’, is a secondary tongue
located below the primary tongue. Photo: Tilo Nadler.
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Fig.3. The front edge of the sublingua is lined with keratinized
serrations. Photo: Tilo Nadler.
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Fig.4. The sublingual in pygmy lorises is about 10 mm long and 5 mm Fig.5. There are an uneven number of serrations, mostly 13, on the tip
wide. Photo: Tilo Nadler. of the sublingua. Photo: Tilo Nadler.
Material

Since 1993 the Endangered Primate Rescue Center received 89 pygmy lorises (Nycticebus
pygmaeus) and 9 northern slow lorises (N. bengalensis). Two northern slow lorises and 31 pygmy
lorises were born at the center, all other animals are victims of poaching and illegal wildlife trade
and were confiscated country wide.

On arrival at the EPRC all animals undergo a comprehensive health check before they are
quarantined for a six week period. During these routine health checks we accidentally found that
two pygmy lorises were missing a sublingua (Fig. 6). We have only just started to look systematically
for this feature and can to date not determine how many of the pygmy lorises kept in the past at the
EPRC do lack a sublingua and it what the ecological implications of the lack of this feature are.

The northern slow lorises, which we examined, all show the same morphological feature (Fig. 7).

Fig.6. Pygmy loris with missing sublingua. Photo: Tilo Nadler. Fig.7. Northern slow loris with sublingua. Photo: Tilo Nadler.
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Discussion

The sublingua is assumed to be important to clean food remains of the toothcomb and thus
maintain dental health. However the two individuals found at the EPRC without sublingua were adult
and in good condition. They arrived at the EPRC as adult individuals without any signs of
malnutrition or insufficient care of the fur. The question arises, if the sublingua has functions other
than only the cleaning of the tooth comb, as animals appear to be able to clean their teeth and
maintain dental health as well when the sublingua is missing,

The discovery that the sublingual is missing was rather accidental. During the routine health
check only the teeth are checked. We have only just started to look systematically for this feature
and can to date not determine how many of the pygmy lorises lack the sublingua.
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