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Introduction
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There are few creatures more adorable than lemurs. Their fluffy tails and bright, wide eyes are hard not to love! My first encounter with lemurs was at Melbourne Zoo in Australia. There is a special area just for lemurs that you can walk around, and they are very friendly! Below is one of them.

So how much do you really know about lemurs? In this book, we take a deeper look at them, and you’ll be amazed at what you’ll learn.

So are you ready to learn more? Let’s go!
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Lemur Facts — The Basics
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​​What are lemurs, and where do they live? 
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Lemurs are mammals. They are also primates, which is a group of mammals that includes gorillas, monkeys, orangutans, and us: humans.

• • •
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All lemurs aren’t alike! In fact, there are eight families of lemurs (three of which are now extinct) and around 100 different species! The number of species is constantly changing as new ones are discovered.

• • •
[image: ]


There are more species of lemurs than any other species of primate. This is thanks to all the different climates of their homeland, Madagascar.

• • •
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Lemurs only live in the wild in Madagascar, which is a large island off the east coast of Africa.
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A sifaka lemur.
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Before humans arrived in Madagascar around 2,000 years ago, there were species of lemurs the size of gorillas! Now, most species are quite small.

• • •
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The size and weight of lemurs vary greatly between the different species — from the 1.1 oz (33 g) mouse lemur to the 10 lb (9kg) indri lemur.
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A male greater bamboo lemur. 

Source: Chris Sharp, sharpphotography.co.uk
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Lemurs can live up to 30 years in captivity and about half that in the wild.

• • •
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Despite their beautiful eyes, lemurs don’t have great vision, and most can only see in partial or no color. They rely heavily on their sense of smell.
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A ring-tailed lemur sitting in a tree.
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Lemurs have scent glands on different parts of their bodies that help them to leave markers and communicate with other lemurs. Ruffed lemurs have a scent gland in the back of their necks, whereas the great bamboo lemur has one at the top of its arm.

• • •
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Now it’s time to take a closer look at the five different families of lemurs, the subspecies within them, and how you can tell them apart.
Family: Cheirogaleidae

Species include: mouse and dwarf lemurs

There are 37 living species of lemurs in the Cheirogaleidae family. These include the tiny mouse lemurs and dwarf lemurs. Madame Berthe’s mouse lemur is the smallest lemur species and also the world’s smallest primate.  
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Brown mouse lemur. 

Source: Heinonlein on Wikipedia
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Other species in the family include the fat-tailed dwarf lemur, furry-eared dwarf lemur, and the Masoala fork-marked lemur. 

Cheirogaleids have long, soft fur, which is usually bright on their bellies, and a greyish-brown to reddish color on the main part of their bodies. 

They are always very tiny, growing to a maximum size of 5-11” (13-28 cm). Often their tails are one and a half times as long as their bodies!
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Madame Berthe’s mouse lemur — the smallest species of lemur. 

Source: FC Casuario
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Like many other lemurs, Cheirogaleids are nocturnal and live almost entirely in the trees, where they like to hide out in the hollows. They use their long tails to balance themselves as they jump from tree to tree. They spend most of their lives alone but can occasionally be found in pairs. 

Cheirogaleids aren’t fussy eaters; they eat anything from leaves and fruits to insects and spiders!


Family: Lemuridae

Species include: Ring-tailed, bamboo, and ruffed lemurs

The Lemuridae family of lemurs contains many of the species you are probably familiar with, such as the ring-tailed lemur, black-and-white ruffed lemur, and common brown lemur. 

There are 21 species within this family, which can be divided into five sub-groups: 


●  Genus Lemur 

●  Genus Eulemur (true lemurs), 

●  Genus Varecia (ruffed lemurs), 

●  Genus Hapalemur (bamboo lemurs), 

●  Genus Pachylemur (now extinct, but contained giant lemurs), and 

●  Genus Prolemur. 



The names are quite a mouthful!
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A female common brown lemur with her juvenile. 

Source: Sharpphotography.co.uk
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Unlike mouse and dwarf lemurs, lemurids are very sociable and often live in groups of around 30 other lemurs. 

Lemurids are herbivores, meaning they only eat plants. Mostly they eat a lot of fruit and sometimes even nectar from flowers.

[image: image]

Red ruffed lemur. Source: Sharpphotography.co.uk
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Lemurids are an average size for lemurs, and range between 12.6-22” (32-56 cm) in length. Their tails are long and bushy, and their fur comes in many different colors, including red, black and white, and gray.

Except for one species of lemurid (the ring-tailed lemur), they don’t have a special reflective layer in their eye called the tapetum lucidum that other families of lemur have. This layer helps to improve night vision. 



IN FOCUS: Ring-tailed Lemurs

Scientific name: Lemur catta

The ring-tailed lemur is one of the world's most recognizable species of lemurs—so let’s take a closer look at them. 

If you've been to a zoo, chances are you've seen these lively creatures prancing around their habitat. Sporting their iconic black and white striped tails, the ring-tailed lemur comes from the southwest corner of Madagascar. 
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Not only are they adorable, but they have many characteristics that are different from other lemurs. Ring-tailed lemurs spend almost a third of their time on the ground, so their diet differs from many other lemurs. For example, they love to eat tamarind leaves found closer to the forest floor. When they are on the ground, they hold their tails up high as they walk around so that other group members can see them.

Ring-tailed lemurs are also the most vocal lemur species. They talk to each other with various sounds and calls and are very sociable. They can often be found huddling together, particularly when it’s cold.
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Where ring-tailed lemurs live.

Source: IUCN Red List of Threatened Species
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Despite having relatively small brains, ring-tailed lemurs are very smart; they can understand simple arithmetic, and even pick tools for simple tasks.

Although you can find them worldwide in zoos, ring-tailed lemurs are listed as endangered. Their habitats are being destroyed, and they are often illegally hunted. 
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Family: Lepilemuridae

Species include: Holland’s sportive lemur, James’ sportive lemur, and Seal’s sportive lemur

This family is made up of 26 different species of sportive lemurs, sadly, nine of which are critically endangered. Sportive lemurs are medium-sized and have grey-brown to reddish fur on top and white-yellowish fur on their bellies. They have large ears and small round heads. They also have shiny eyes thanks to their tapetum lucidum reflective layer.
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Ankarana sportive lemur. Source: Sharp Photography
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Sportive lemurs are nocturnal and live only in trees. They use their strong hind legs to help them jump long distances between trees. When they are occasionally on the ground, they hop around like kangaroos!
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Small-toothed sportive lemur. Source: Edward E. Louis Jr.
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Generally, sportive lemurs prefer to live alone and are quite territorial if another lemur of the same gender tries to approach them.

Some of the most common sportive lemur subspecies include the grey-backed sportive lemur, weasel sportive lemur, red-tailed sportive lemur, and small-toothed sportive lemur.








Family: Indriidae

Species include: Eastern woolly lemur, Indri, Silky sifaka, and Coquerel’s sifaka

Indriidae is a very interesting family of lemurs. It contains 19 species, which include the indri—the largest living species of lemur, as well as woolly lemurs and sifakas.
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An indri lemur in a tree.
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They are an interesting family because they vary so much in size and characteristics. For example, the avahi lemurs are only 12” (30 cm) in length compared to the huge indri at 25-28” (64–72 cm). Also, the indri only has a stub for a tail, while avahi and sifaka lemurs have tails as long as their bodies. 

There are a couple of similarities, though. Their fur is long and usually white, red, or grey. They also all have bald, black faces. Unlike other species of lemurs, indriids have only four front teeth instead of six. 
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A dancing sifaka lemur.
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Indriids live in trees, but when they do come down to the ground, they hop forward on two legs with their arms in the air like they are dancing! They are relatively social and live in groups of around 15 others. You can often see them lying around stretched out in the trees—they love to sunbathe!










Family: Daubentoniidae

Species include: Aye-Aye

The Daubentoniidae family of lemurs is the smallest one, as it contains only one living species — the aye-aye, which lives mostly on the east coast of Madagascar.

The aye-aye lemur has long fingers, including a special thin middle finger. They have rodent-like teeth that continually grow and are the world’s largest nocturnal primates. They can reach lengths of 3 ft (90 cm), and their tails are longer than their bodies.
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A wild Aye-Aye. Notice his long fingers. 

Source: Nomis Simon

Aye-ayes have a very interesting way of searching for food; they use their thin middle finger to tap on trees to find insects, then drill small holes in the wood with their teeth before using their long fourth finger to pull out their meal. This way of searching for food is called percussive foraging, and only one other animal is known to use this method — the striped possum.

Interestingly, female aye-ayes only have two nipples located near the groin region. Young aye-ayes are usually silver on their fronts with a stripe of fur down their backs, but once they grow up, they are covered in thick fur of multiple colors.
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An Aye-Aye at night. Source: Frank Vassen
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Aye-ayes live high up in the trees and are omnivores
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