
94 ISSN 2410-4418 Palaeont. afr. (2024) 58: 94–96

On the importance of using standardized anatomical
terminology in palaeoanthropology:

The missing StW 431 pubic body
Caroline VanSickle1,2* & Bernhard Zipfel3

1Department of Anatomy, Des Moines University, 8025 Grand Ave., West Des Moines, IA 50266, U.S.A.
2Centre for the Exploration of the Deep Human Journey, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa

3Evolutionary Studies Institute, University of the Witwatersrand, Private Bag 3, WITS, Johannesburg, 2050 South Africa

Received 5 December 2023. Accepted 5 July 2024

In 1987, researchers discovered a partial right pubic bone
associated with a hominin skeleton from Sterkfontein
Cave, Gauteng province, South Africa (Tobias 1987;
Toussaint et al. 2003). The pubic fragment was numbered
and re-numbered over the years, first as StW 436f, then
StW 431f, before finally being known as StW 431ef (Tobias
1987; Häusler 2001; Häusler & Ruff 2020).

StW 431ef preserved the lateral portion of the superior
pubic ramus and is currently glued to associated ilium
fragments (Fig. 1A). While it was originally catalogued as a
‘[right] innominate, portion of pubis’ (Tobias 1987), it was
later described as a ‘pubic body’ or ‘corpus ossis pubis’
(Häusler 2001; Häusler & Ruff 2020).

Yet, no pubic body is preserved on this fossil today. A
photograph from the original publication confirmed that
the fossil did not preserve a pubic body in the past, either
(Fig. 1B). Why, then, does the preserved anatomy of the
fossil not align with the description in the literature?

We suggest that the confusion may be due to differing
standards for anatomical terminology. There are separate
internationally accepted standards for anatomical termi-
nology for humans and other animals. Variation in how
these resources define ‘pubic body’ seem to be at the
root of the confusion over what anatomy is preserved in
StW 431ef.

The human international standards for anatomical
terminology, originally Nomina Anatomica followed later
by Terminologia Anatomica, have historically designated
the pubic body as the medial portion of the pubis that

includes the pubic tubercle, pubic crest, and symphyseal
surface (Fig. 2: pubic body (NA & TA) in pink; Interna-
tional Anatomical Nomenclature Committee 1955, 1961,
1966, 1983, 1989; Federative Committee on Anatomical
Terminology 1998; Federative International Programme
for Anatomical Terminology 2019). However, the fourth
edition of Nomina Anatomica briefly redefined pubic
body to refer to all parts of the pubis, including the entire
superior pubic ramus (International Anatomical Nomen-
clature Committee 1977). No reason was given for this
change, or why the subsequent edition reverted to the
previous definition.

In contrast, the non-human animal international stan-
dards for anatomical terminology, Nomina Anatomica
Veterinaria, have always defined the pubic body as the
portion of bone closest to the acetabulum and not the
portion that includes the symphyseal surface (Fig. 2:
pubic body (NAV) in blue; International Committee on
Veterinary Gross Anatomical Nomenclature 1968, 1973,
1983, 1994, 2005, 2012, 2017; see Sisson et al. 1975). This
definition aligns with how the term has been used to
describe StW 431ef.

Anatomist Tibor Donáth (1969) authored a reference
book on human anatomical terminology in which he
defined pubic body as the lateral portion of the pubis that
includes the iliopectineal eminence and not the more
medial pubic tubercle. While his work was never consid-
ered the international standard for humans, it may have
influenced the palaeoanthropological literature.

We were unable to confirm why a difference in anatomi-*Author for correspondence. E-mail: caroline.vansickle@dmu.edu
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cal terminology standards exists between species. In some
bones, the body is the portion that develops from the
primary ossification centre. However, in the pubis, the
primary ossification centre is the middle of the superior
pubic ramus, which then ossifies in medial and lateral
directions during growth (Scheuer & Black 2004). Thus,
the naming of the pubic body is not related to develop-
ment. We speculate that anatomists have referred to the
largest portion of the bone as the body, which would be
somewhat subjective and likely to differ between species.
Whatever the reason for the terminological discrepancy,
the fact remains that in the human international standard,
the pubic body refers to the medial portion of the bone.

As a hominin, the StW 431 pelvis was adapted for
bipedal locomotion and shared a bauplan with humans.
Because of this similar morphology, the hominin pelvis is
more clearly described using human terminology. Both
today and when StW 431ef was discovered, the human
standards defined the pubic body as the medial portion of
the bone, a portion that was never preserved in StW 431ef.
It is important for palaeoanthropologists to use standard-
ized terminology and follow international naming
conventions to avoid confusion across languages and
time (see Tuttle 1988). We therefore conclude that from
this point forward, the StW 431ef fragment should be
described as a partial superior pubic ramus, not a pubic
body.
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Figure 1. Current and original photographs of the StW 431 right os coxae in superomedial view. Red arrows indicate the medial-most extent of the
StW 431ef pubis fragment. A, photograph of the right hip bone elements taken by C.V. in 2024 to illustrate the current preservation of this fossil; B, the
first published photograph of the StW 431 skeleton (Tobias 1992), including the right os coxae, reprinted with permission from the Royal Society of
South Africa.

Figure 2. Illustration of a right human hip bone, oriented in an oblique
anterolateral view. Blue, the pubic body according to the non-human
international standards, Nomina Anatomica Veterinaria (NAV). Pink, the
pubic body according to the current and previous human international
standards, Terminologia Anatomica and Nomina Anatomica (TA & NA). The
pubic tubercle, pubic crest, and symphyseal surface that are defined as
being on the pubic body in the human guidelines are labelled.
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