
149

17 The genetic basis of blue eyes in primates 
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Only three primate species have blue eyes: a subset of 
humans and Japanese macaques (Macaca fuscata) and one 
subspecies of black lemurs (Eulemur macaco flavifrons). The 
genetic basis for blue/non-blue eyes is now well understood 
in humans. Our goal is to examine if this phenotypic 
variation is due to the same alleles in non-human primates, 
and if not, to identify genetic variants associated with this 
difference in eye color.  

This was the first year of the project. We selected target 
animals with blue and non-blue eyes by directly watching or 
by comparing pictures of Japanese macaques at PRI. Then 
we extracted DNA from the blood of target animals. Now we 
are going through all the legal formalities to ship the DNA 
from Japan to USA. All the genetic analyses will be 
performed at the University of Chicago. In the second year, 
we will amplify the regions homologous to those regions 
known to be responsible for eye color polymorphism in 
humans, and resequence these regions in all the samples
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