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Polypterus teugelsi, a new species of bichir
from the Upper Cross River system in Cameroon

(Actinopterygii: Cladistia: Polypteridae)

Ralf Britz*

Polypterus teugelsi, new species, is described from the Upper Cross River system in Cameroon. It differs from all
other species in the genus by its unique live coloration comprising a network of irregular black marks on the
dorsum, and the median and pelvic fins, an orange belly, and jetblack pectoral fins. It is further distinguished from
species of the Polypterus bichir group (P. bichir, P. ansorgii, P. endlicheri) by having the dorsal finlets not extending
anteriorly to the vertical through the rear of the pectoral fin (vs. extending to that point), 28-33 predorsal scales (vs.
11-16), 7-9 dorsal finlets (vs. 11-18), and 37-40 scales around the body (vs. 42-52). It differs from all remaining
Polypterus species, except P. ornatipinnis, in the high number of 63-65 scales in the lateral line (vs. 51-61), but is
distinguished from the latter in having 7-9 dorsal finlets (vs. 9-11), 28-33 predorsal scales (vs. 22-27), and 37-40
scales around the body (vs. 40-42).
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Introduction

The family Polypteridae comprises at least 10
species of primary freshwater fishes restricted to
the African continent (Gosse, 1984; Berra, 2001).
Polypterids are commonly considered the most
basal group of Recent actinopterygians and show
a puzzling combination of primitive and highly
derived characters (Patterson, 1982; Gardiner,
1984; Greenwood, 1984; Gardiner & Schaeffer,
1989). Their interesting, and unusual anatomy
has drawn the attention of morphologists since
their discovery at the start of the 19th century
(Geoffroy, 1802) until the present (e.g. Britz &
Johnson, 2003).

Systematically, polypterids appeared to be a
well known group for two reasons: 1) Most of

polypterid diversity was discovered fairly early
during the explorations of African freshwaters
by European collectors with all ten of the current-
ly recognized polypterid species described be-
fore 1911, and 2) Several systematic synopses of
the Polypteridae or subgroups of the family have
been published (Boulenger, 1909; Poll, 1941-42;
Gosse, 1988, 1990; Hanssens et al., 1995).

Unexpectedly, Reid (1989) encountered an
unusual species of Polypterus during a faunal
survey of the Upper Cross River system in Came-
roon in 1988. He considered that form to be close-
ly related to or identical with P. retropinnis, a
species known from the Congo and Ogôoué ba-
sins. Teugels et al. (1992) subsequently noted that
the Upper Cross River Polypterus differed from
P. retropinnis in body and head shape, the number
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