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Bottlenose Dolphin
Tursiops truncatus (Montagu, 182 1)
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Randall S. Wells and Michael D. Scott :

Genus and Species

Taxonomy

Bottlenose dolphins were well known to the ancient Greeks and Romans, figuring
prominently in their legends, and were described in the writings of Aristotle,
Oppian, and Pliny the Elder. At the present, the bottlenose dolphin is the best
known of all cetaceans. Several books devoted just to this species have been writ-
ten for scientific and public audiences (e.g., Caldwell and Caldwell, 1972a;
Shane, 1988; Leatherwood and Reeves, 1990; Thompson and Wilson, 1994),
and also comprehensive review articles abont Use species (Tomiling 1957,
Leatherwood and Reeves, 1982; Shane et al., 1986).

Lacépéde (1804) first deseribed in the scientific Bterature a specimen in o
Purisian veterinary school as Delphinus nesarnack, "Uhe specimen disappeared,
and the scienlific name fell into disuse (nomen oblitum). Montagu (1821)
described a dolphin caught in the River Dart in Devonshire, UK, calling the
lype specimen Delphinus truncalus. Interestingly enough, the key characteristic
discussed by Montagu was the appearance of the teeth. The teeth were flattened
at the tips, which Montagu assumed was characteristic of the species rather
than a result of wear (Montagu, 1821; Pilleri and Arvy, 1981). Gray (1843)
placed the species in a new genus, Tursio, but because Tursio was already a syno-
nym for Physeter, the genus name was changed to Tursiops (Gervais, 1855). The
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name Tursiops can be translated as dolphin-like, deriving from the Latin
“Tusio” (dolphin) and the Greek suffix -ops (appearance); fruncatus derives
from the Latin “trunco-" (truncated), apparently referring to the flattened
teeth used by Montagu as an identifying characteristic.

The species is highly polymorphic. The variation in size, coloration, and cra-
nial characteristics related to feeding, and its cosmopolitan distribution have
led to the description of at least 20 nominal species of Tursiops (Hershkovitz,
1966). The bottlenose dolphin has been placed in several genera in addition to
Tursiops: Delphinus, Tursio, Steno, Clymenia, Solalia, and Beluga. Species names
have included: nesarnack, compressicanda, ewrynome, melis, cymodoce, tursio, evebennus,
subridens, parvimanus, gilli, aduncus, hamalus, nunanu, calalania, abusalam, perniger,
gadamu, caerulescens, gephyreus, fergusoni, dmwosoni, mangeatis, and oblusus.
Recognition of the polymorphic nature of Tursiops and the existence ol clinal var-
jation has led to general agreement for many years that Tursiops was a single-
species genus, but the definitive taxonomic study has yet to be done (Tomilin,
1957; Mitchell, 1975a; Honacki ef al., 1982; Ross and Cockeroft, 1990). The
taxonomic status of Twrsiops is made even more confusing by observations of
hybridization with several other odontocete species (Sylvestre and Tanaka,
1985). Recent genetic studies suggest that recognition of multiple species within
this genus may be warranted (R. LeDuc and B. Curry, personal communica-
tions).

Comimnon names

As one would expect from such a widely distributed and polymorphic species, the
number of commaon names is large. The bottlenose dolphin is also known as the
porpoise, black porpoise, cowfish (US and UK); delfin negro, tursién, delfin
nariz de botella, tonina, delfin de las islas, delfin mular (Spanish-speaking Latin
America); boto, golfinho nariz de garrafa (Brazil); souffleur, grand dauphin
(France); tursiope (Italy); grosser timmler (Germany); tumler (Norway); tui-
melaar (Netherlands); taiseiyo bando iruka (Japan); afalina, ofalina, bol’shoi
delfin (USSRY}; roazcorvineiro (Portugal); oresvin (Sweden); afale (Turkey);
stokkul (Iceland); and nezarnack (Greenland Eskimo) (Tomilin, 1957;

Hershkovitz, 1966; Leatherwood et al., 1988; Sanches, 1989; Reyes, 1950).

Evolution

The fossil record and evolutionary relationships of Tursiops have been reviewed
by Barnes (1990). Pleistocene fossils of the modern species indicate that Tursiops
oceupied coastal habitats as they do now. It has been suggested that the species
originated in the Mediterranean Sea (Pilleri, 1985}, but Barnes (1990) cautioned
that such an interpretation is premature due (o the widespread distribulions of
Tursiops and their kentriodontid ancestors.
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FIG.1 Species range of the bottlenose dolphin.

Dastribution and Abundance

Range

Tursiops 1s found in temperate and tropical marine waters of the Pacific,
Atlantic, and Indian Oceans, and the Mediterranean, Black, and Red Seas

{Fig. 1; Mitchell, 1975a). In the western North Pacific they are found as far

north as the southern Okhotsk Sea and the Kuril Islands (Arseniev, 1986}, In
the eastern North Pacific they presently inhabit waters as far north as central
California (Wells e¢ al., 1990), although occasional live and stranded specimens
have been reported from farther north (Ferrero and Tsunoda, 1989}, In the
western North Atlantic they are seen inshore during summer months off New
Ingland (Kenney, 1990). Farther north, the distribution shifis offshore, where
they are known from as far north as Nova Scotia (Leatherwood et al., 1976).
In the eastern North Atlantic they have been recorded off Norway
{McBrearty et al., 1986), where they have been reported from as far north as
the Lofoten {slands (Sars, 1865, as cited in Tomilin, 1957). They are rare in

the Baltic Sea, and there is some question as to their occurrence in the Barents
Sea {Tomilin, 1957).



