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quickly. Unlike some other lizards, most agamids are unable to move their tails
independently of their bodies. After looking at various kinds of agamids, you will
soon be able to discern the family resemblance among them.

The bearded dragons were originally assigned to the genus Amphibolurus, a
name derived from the Greek that means “a tail that can be lashed this way and
that.” This name refers to a group of agamid lizards with long, thin, whiplike
tails. But it soon became evident that beardies were different from the other
lizards in this genus. For one thing, they have shorter tails, and they wag them.
Plus, there’s the beard. And so, in 1982, an Australian zoologist placed these
unique lizards in their own genus, which he named Pogona, from the Greek
pogon, which means “beard.”

By this time, the question on everyone’s mind is: Do these lizards really have
beards? The answer is no . . . at least, not hairy ones. No reptiles have hair.
Beardies have a highly distensible throat (called the gular pouch), which is cov-
ered on the outside by filamentous floppy processes (flappy sprigs of scale tissue
that resemble a beard) emanating from their scales. As the pouch is distended,
they are able to erect these filaments in such a way that their head looks much
bigger than it is. This is a defensive measure that beardies use to scare off preda-
tors, and it usually works. The end result to the human eye, however, is what can

best be described as a beard.

The Types of Bearded Dragons

There are eight species of bearded dragons in the Pogona genus. The name that
follows the scientific species is that of the scientist who first identified,
described, and named the species, followed by the year of the discovery. As you
can see, all but one species were officially described and identified in the 1900s.
This shows how little was known about these lizards until recently.

. Eastern bearded dragon, Pogona barbata (Cuvier, 1829)

. Dwarf bearded dragon, Pogona minor (Sternfeld, 1919)

. Inland or central bearded dragon, Pogona vitticeps (Ahl, 1926)

. Western bearded dragon, Pogona minima (Loveridge, 1933)

. Small-scaled or Drysdale River bearded dragon, Pogona microlepidota
(Glauert, 1952)

. Mitchell’s northwest bearded dragon, Pogona mitchelli (Badham, 1976)

. Nullabor bearded dragon, Pogona nullabor (Badham, 1976)

8. Rankin’s or Lawson’s bearded dragon, Pogona henrylawsoni (Wells and

Wellington, 1985)
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Who Was Henry Lawson and Why the Uproar?

Henry Lawson (1867-1922) is a famous Australian poet. The sci-
entists Richard W. Wells and C. Ross Wellington, in naming this
bearded dragon after Lawson, decided it was high time he was
recognized with an Australian lizard of his own. No, Lawson
didn't have a beard, but he did have a mustache.

These Australian herpetologists also named species after cor-
rupt politicians, a less than fitting honor for a reputable reptile—
and they once even tried naming a reptile after Darth Vader!

In the rules of scientific nomenclature, anyone who publishes
a description of a species that has never been described before
in writing can name it after whatever or whomever they please.
Aussie herpetologist Ray Hoser once named a new species
after his dog. In fact, newly described species are frequently
named after dogs, because dogs often figure prominently in an
animal’s discovery.

Henry Lawson's bearded dragon was first described to sci-
ence in 1985 by Wells and Wellington, although many
Australian herpetologists were previously aware of its existence.

It was many years before the name henrylawsoni was formally

Drysdale River Bearded Dragon (Pogona
microlepidota)

This lizard is also known as the small-scaled bearded dragon (microlepidota is
Greek for “small-scaled”). This species is not available anywhere in the world
outside of Australia. This lizard is found mainly within an area comprising the
Drysdale River National Park in the northernmost corner of western Australia,
and other areas nearby. It is found in open woodland, where a type of grass
known as spinifex grows, as well as other low-lying ground shrubbery.

Mitchell’s Bearded Dragon (Pogona mitchelli)

Mitchell’s bearded dragon is found in northwestern Australia and is generally
not available in the pet trade. Some scientists consider it a subspecies of Pogona
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accepted, with rival scientists petitioning the International
Commission on Zoological Nomenclature to suppress all new
names proposed by Wells and Wellington. The petition was
rejected, and the commission ruled that each new name would
be reviewed case by case, based on the usual rules of priority.
Thus, their proposed name for the species was ruled as official.

Later names proposed for the species (Pogona brevis and
Pogona rankini) were rejected. Confusion reigned for many
years after these events, though, and Pogona henrylawsoni can
still be found on dealer and breeder advertisements listed
incorrectly as Pogona brevis or Pogona rankini.

To add greater confusion to the saga of Henry Lawson’s
bearded dragon, some Australian herpetologists believe that
the specimens in the United States (which they have never
examined) may be an as-yet-unnamed ninth species of bearded
dragon. In theory, at least, Pogona henrylawsoni is known to live
only in the black-soil areas of Queensland. Is the similar speci-
men from bordering northwest Australia a different species, or
merely an extension of the range of Lawson’s bearded dragon?

J

minor. It is a small species, reaching a maximum body length of about 8 inches.
Its range is from the lower Northern Territory to northwestern Western
Australia, and it is found in dry woodlands and scrubland.

Nullabor Bearded Dragon (Pogona nullabor)

This lizard is found in the south central and southwest of Australia, principally
on the Nullabor Plain. On the coast, it is found on steep cliffs and near caves. It
differs from Pogona barbata in that this beardie has white bands across the back
and tail, which some breeders find desirable. The Nullabor bearded dragon
reaches a maximum body length of about 8 to 10 inches and has the smallest
geographic range of any species of bearded dragon.
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Henry’s Hybrids
To confound matters even more, Henry Lawson’s dragons may hybridize with
Pogona vitticeps, both in the wild as well as deliberately or inadvertently in cap-
tivity. The results of such cross-matings are amusingly called “vittikins.” Body
size, head shape, color, tail length, and the extent of the beard growth are all
altered in such hybrid crosses. Some of the offspring look like inlands and oth-
ers look like Lawson’s. In the size department, hybrids are larger than Lawson’s
but smaller than inland beardies, with total lengths averaging 13 to 15 inches.
Breeders of Lawson’s bearded dragons are very much opposed to cross-breed-
ing them with inland bearded dragons, and argue that there is no reason to do
so. According to one Lawson’s breeder, Jon Klarsfeld, such cross-breeding could
destroy the Lawson’s bearded dragon gene pool, and buyers of bearded dragons
will never really know what species they are getting. Lawson’s and inland drag-
ons are different genetically, and cross-breeding can be disastrous for a species.



