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Taxonomy  

Order: Rodentia  

ÅSuborder: Myomorpha  

ÅFamily: Cricetidae  

ÅSub-Family: Cricetinae  

ÅGenus species:  

ÅMesocricetus auratus: Syrian (golden) hamster  

ÅCricetulus griseus: Chinese (striped-back) hamster  

ÅCricetulus migratorius: Armenian (gray) hamster  

ÅCricetus cricetus: European hamster  

ÅPhodopus campbelli: Djungarian (Russian dwarf) hamster 

ÅPhodopus sungorus: Djungarian (Siberian dwarf) hamster 
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Family Cricetidae  

ÅCharacterized by: 

ÅLarge cheek pouches 

ÅThick bodies 

ÅShort tails 

ÅExcess of loose skin 

ÅContinuously growing incisors 

ÅCuspidate molars that do not continue to grow 

 

ÅFifth most commonly used lab animal in US behind mice, rats, 
rabbits and guinea pigs 



Description  

ÅThe Syrian hamster is native to southeast Europe and 
Asia Minor (northwest Syria).  

ÅIn 1930, a female and her 11 pups with eyes still 
closed were obtained near Allepo, Syria and brought 
to the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, and, from the 
surviving four littermates, the entire domesticated 
world population of hamsters was developed.  

ÅSyrian hamsters were brought to the United States in 
1938.  
 



Description  

ÅSyrian (M. auratus) 

ÅNocturnal (or crepuscular) 

ÅFemale larger than male and matures earlier 

ÅReddish gold color with grayish white ventrum 

ÅOther coat colors include cream, albino, piebald, and cinnamon 

ÅMales have prominent flank glands and large, protruding testicles, 
resulting in a pointed and protuberant posterior 

ÅDiploid chromosome number = 44 

ÅDigits: 4 front and 5 rear 



Description  

ÅIn the wild, hamsters are nocturnal animals 
that live on brushy slopes and steppes.  

ÅThey generally live alone in deep tunnels 
(burrows) that insure a cooler temperature 
and higher humidity than that of a desert 
environment.  
 



Description  
ÅChinese (C. griseus) 

ÅChromosome number = 22 

ÅArmenian (C. migratorius) 

ÅChromosome number = 22 

ÅEuropean (C. cricetus) 

ÅChromosome number = 22 

ÅNocturnal, Hibernate, Large size (3X larger than Syrian) 

ÅVery aggressive 

ÅDjungarian (P. campbelli and P. sungorus) 

ÅChromosome number = 28 

ÅSmall, Dorsal fur gray with dark stripe dorsally along length 
of body 

ÅFeet and tail covered with fur (opposed to others that are 
hairless) 
 

 



Description  
ÅDentition: typical rodent pattern:  2 X [I - 1/1, C - 0/0, 

P - 0/0, M - 3/3] = 16.   

ÅThe incisors are open-rooted, are erupted at birth, 
grow throughout life and there is no nerve in the 
incisor teeth except at the base.   

ÅMolars are also erupted at birth.  They are cuspidate 
and do not continue to grow.  

ÅDental caries are easily induced by altering the diet. 
Males are more susceptible than females to caries, 
molar crowns retain food and promote caries.   



Anatomical and physiological features  

ÅHibernation 

ÅExposure to cold stimulates food gathering 

ÅOften hibernate at 5°C 

ÅDo not fatten prior to hibernation, must awaken 
periodically to eat 

ÅRadioresistance 

ÅSyrian and Chinese strains are most radioresistant 
mammals studied 

 

 

 
 



Anatomical and 
physiological features  

ÅFlank Glands 
ÅDermal structures covered by coarse hair over 

darkly pigmented skin in the hip area in males 

ÅProduce secretions in response to androgen 
production used for territorial marking 

ÅFemale also has flank glands ς not easily identifiable 

ÅWhen the hamster is excited, the hair over these 
glands will become wet, and the animal will 
scratch and rub itself. 

 
 



Anatomical and 
physiological features  

ÅGI system 

ÅDifferent from other rodents ς esophagus enters 
between a forestomach and a glandular stomach 
compartment 

ÅNonglandular forestomach similar to ruminants ς 
elevated pH and microorganisms that ferment. 
However not critical to survival or well being of 
animal. 

ÅAs a desert adaptation, the colon is relatively longer 
than other rodents to help increase water 
resorption.  Hamsters are coprophagic. 

 

 
 



Anatomical and physiological features  

ÅCheek pouch ï immunologically 

privileged: used for microvascular 

studies, tumor growth. 

ÅDevelopment of thymic system 

and cellular immunity is delayed 

related to short gestation period 

ÅOnly 4 of 5 immunoglobulin 

classes in hamster (IgM, IgG, IgA 

and IgE) 

 

 

 



Biology ς Mating and Reproduction 
ÅSyrian 

ÅRecommend breeding withheld until hamsters 
reach 90-100 grams 

Å4 day estrous cycle 

ÅEnd of ovulation marked by copious postovulatory 
discharge 

ÅFemale successfully mated the evening of the third 
day after postovulatory discharge observed 

ÅGestation 15-18 days (16th day most common) 

ÅWeaning at 21-28 days 

ÅEstrous cycle resumes 1-8 days following 
parturition 



ÅAltricial (hairless) young, eyes & ears closed 
ÅBorn with incisors 
ÅEars open at 4 - 5 days, Hair at 9 days 
ÅEat solid food at 7 - 10 days 
ÅVagina open at 10 days 
ÅEyes open at 15 days 
ÅWeaning at 21-28 days 
ÅOnly females have nipples 
ÅSexual maturity occurs in the male when it reaches 

about 90 to 100 gm in weight (approximately 12 
weeks). 
ÅNormal urine output is slight 
ÅConsistently use one corner of cage for 

elimination 
 

 

Biology ς Mating and Reproduction 



Å Females that are stressed or disturbed during 
the first week post-partum tend to cannibalize 
their young. She may stuff young into the check 
pouches along with food. The young may 
suffocate. 

Biology ς Mating and Reproduction 



Sexing 

ωAnogenital distance 

ωPresence of mammae 

ωPosterior scrotum 

Biology ς Mating and Reproduction 



Biology - Nutrition 

ÅFeeding - In nature, Syrian hamsters are 
granivorous, but also eat green plants, roots, 
insects and fruit.  

ÅFed commercial rodent chow +/- alfalfa cubes 

ÅDue to forestomach, have different nutritional 
requirements than other rodents 

ÅHamsters show no circadian rhythm in their 
feeding habits.  They exhibit a 5 minute feeding 
period followed by a 2 hour fast.   

ÅHamsters normally will hoard feed in a cage corner.   



Biology - Nutrition 

ÅDue to broad muzzle, animals unable to eat 
through hoppers ς placement of food on the floor 
is acceptable and preferred 

ÅWater bottle sipper tube should be low as nursing 
pups need fluids in addition to milk from dam to 
prevent GI disturbances 



Management and Husbandry  

ÅAll ς Caging and Environment 

ÅUsually housed individually due to aggressive 
nature 

ÅCedar and pine shaving should be avoided due to 
aromatic hydrocarbons in these materials that 
may induce hepatic enzymes 

ÅTemp: 68 ς 79 oF (20-26 oC)      

ÅHumidity: 30-70% 
 



Weight Floor area/animal height 

g sq. in. in 

<60 10 6 

up to 80 13 6 

up to 100 16 6 

>100 >19 6 

Space requirements of both the Guide and the AWR 

AWR also state: 
ά! ƴǳǊǎƛƴƎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƘŀƳǎǘŜǊΣ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ƭƛǘǘŜǊΣ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƘƻǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 
enclosure that contains no other hamsters and that provides at least 121 square 
inches of floor space: Provided, however, that in the case of nursing female dwarf 
ƘŀƳǎǘŜǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŦƭƻƻǊ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ нр ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ƛƴŎƘŜǎΦέ 

Management and Husbandry  



Handling and Restraint 

ÅMales are more docile and easier to handle 

ÅA startled or awakened hamster is likely to 
bite 

ÅA hamster can be handled by cupping the 
hands gently under it or by picking it up in a 
small can.   

 

Management and Husbandry  



Handling and Restraint 

ÅAnother effective method is to place 
the animal on a flat surface.  Then place 
your hand over the hamster with the 
thumb near the head.  Next, slowly 
close the hand grabbing the loose skin.  
Grasp only the skin.  This should 
immobilize the hamster sufficiently to 
allow injections to be given.  

 

Management and Husbandry  


