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Eriocheir sinensis H. Milne Edwards: 1853 or 1854 – Grapsidae or Varunidae? 
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Abstract 

The authority of Eriocheir sinensis is often cited as H. Milne Edwards, 1854. However this is not appro-
priate as Henri Milne Edwards first published a short but valid description of the species in volume 
twenty of the Annales des Sciences Naturelles, 1853. Consequently this species should be cited as 
Eriocheir sinensis H. Milne Edwards, 1853. In addition, a recent molecular study of Grapsoidea 
systematics assigned Eriocheir de Haan, 1835 to the Varunidae Milne Edwards, 1853. 
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Introduction 

Henri Milne Edwards (1854, see Figure 2) gave a 
description of Eriocheir sinensis in volume se-
ven of the Archives du Muséum d'Histoire Natu-
relle. This detailed description comprised three 
pages of text (pp. 146-149, see Figures 3-5), a 
beautiful illustration (plate IX, figures 1a-c, see 
Figure 6) and is often cited as the authority for 
E. sinensis. However it is not a valid indication 
because H. Milne Edwards briefly described the 
species without figuring the crab in another 
journal that was published during the previous 
year (1853, see Figures 7-9). 

Current classification recognized the division of 
the Grapsoidea MacLeay, 1838 into three families, 
Grapsidae MacLeay, 1838, Gecarcinidae MacLeay, 
1838 and Mictyridae Dana, 1851 (see Bowman and 
Abele, 1982) with Eriocheir de Haan, 1835 being 
assigned to the Grapsidae. However a recent 
molecular study of grapsoid crabs (Schubart, et al. 
2000) revised the systematics of this taxon and this 
has become accepted in the literature (see Martin 
and Davis, 2001). 

Discussion 

Although H. Milne Edwards (1853: 177, see Fi-
gure 9) cites Arch. du Mus. t. VII, pl. 9, fig. 1 in 

the synonymy of Eriochirus (erroneous spelling 
of genus name) sinensis, thereby perhaps indica-
ting that this was his preferred description of the 
new species or that it should have appeared first, 
the study was published at least a year later as 
per the date (1854 – 1855) on the title page of 
the journal (see Figure 1). As the 1953 descrip-
tion (see Figure 9) by H. Milne Edwards con-
stitutes as valid indication, the correct authority 
of the species is Eriocheir sinensis H. Milne 
Edwards, 1853. 

After their molecular study, Schubart et al. 
(2000) proposed that all the grapsid subfamilies 
be raised to a family level and they considered 
that marked morphological (and ecological) 
differences found among the subfamilies would 
justify such a step. They followed Guinot (1978) 
by accepting the familial status of Grapsidae, 
Plagusiidae, Sesarmidae and Varunidae. How-
ever Schubart et al (2000) did not follow Guinot 
(1978) in that they retained the family status of 
the Gecarcinidae and included this taxon in the 
Grapsoidea (see Martin and Davis, 2001). Erioc-
heir de Haan, 1835 was assigned to the Varuni-
dae Milne Edwards, 1853. A full classification of 
the mitten crab is listed below:  
Phylum: Arthropoda von Siebold, 1848 
Subphylum: Crustacea Brünnich, 1772 
Class: Malacostraca Latreille, 1802 
Subclass: Eumalacostraca Grobben, 1892 
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Superorder: Eucarida Calman, 1904 
Order: Decapoda Latreille, 1802 
Infraorder: Brachyura Latreille, 1802 
Section: Eubrachyura de Saint Laurent, 1980 
Subsection: Thoracotremata Guinot, 1977 
Superfamily: Grapsoidea MacLeay, 1838 
Family: Varunidae H. Milne Edwards, 1853 
Subfamily: Varuninae H. Milne Edwards, 1853 
Genus: Eriocheir de Haan, 1835 
Species: Eriocheir sinensis H. Milne Edwards, 1853 
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Figure 1. The title page of volume seven, Archives du Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle, providing a publication date of 1854 - 1855. 
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Figure 2. Eriocheir sinensis: The title page of H. Milne Edwards (1854: 145) Archives du Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle. 
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Figure 3. Eriocheir sinensis: The first page (p. 146) of the description by H. Milne Edwards, 1854, Archives du Muséum 
d'Histoire Naturelle. 
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Figure 4. Eriocheir sinensis: The second page (p. 147) of the description by H. Milne Edwards, 1854, Archives du Muséum 
d'Histoire Naturelle. 
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Figure 5. Eriocheir sinensis: The third page (p. 148) of the description by H. Milne Edwards, 1854, Archives du Muséum 
d'Histoire Naturelle. 
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Figure 6. Eriocheir sinensis: Plate IX of the description by H. Milne Edwards, 1854, Archives du Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle. 
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Figure 7. The title page of volume twenty, Annales des Sciences Naturelles série 3 (Zoologie) providing a publication date of 1853. 
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Figure 8. The title page (p. 163) of H. Milne Edwards, 1853, Annales des Sciences Naturelles. 
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Figure 9. Eriocheir sinensis: The valid description by H. Milne Edwards (1853: 177), Annales des Sciences Naturelles. 
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