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Natural history of Wertheimeria maculata, 
a basal doradid catfish endemic to eastern Brazil

(Siluriformes: Doradidae)

Volney Vono* and José L. O. Birindelli**

The natural history of Wertheimeria maculata, a basal doradid catfish endemic to the Jequitinhonha and Pardo 
rivers in eastern Brazil, is reported. Specimens were captured mostly during the rainy season,  in the main chan-
nel and larger tributaries only, specifically in deep pools at running or backwater sites, and most efficiently by 
artisanal fishermen traps made with bamboo and lianas. Partial spawning is suggested for the species based on 
the capture of individuals in advanced maturation and totally spawned in distinct temporal periods. The diet is 
diversified and includes mainly allochthonous resources, especially fruits and terrestrial insects derived from the 
riparian vegetation. Its unique life colour pattern, described for the first time, consist of reddish to olivaceous 
ground color with large whitish vermiculations in small specimens, and sparse dots in larger ones.

A história natural de Wertheimeria maculata, um doradídeo primitivo endêmico dos rios Jequitinhonha e Pardo 
no leste brasileiro, é investigada. A maioria dos espécimes foi capturada na estação chuvosa, principalmente nos 
canais dos rios ou em grandes tributários, especificamente em poços profundos localizados em trechos de águas 
correntosas ou remansos e, mais eficientemente, por covos artesanais feitos de bambus e lianas. Baseado na cap-
tura de indivíduos em avançado estádio gonadal em distintas estações do ano, a desova parcelada é sugerida. A 
dieta, diversa, incluiu principalmente itens alóctones, especialmente frutos e insetos terrestres oriundos da mata 
ciliar. Seu único padrão de colorido em vida é descrito pela primeira vez, e consiste no corpo avermelhado a 
oliváceo, com vermiculações claras em pequenos espécimes e manchas redondas claras em indivíduos maiores.
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Introduction

Doradidae is a monophyletic catfish family usu-
ally diagnosed by the presence of a single row of 
midlateral scutes (or plates) along the lateral line, 
each with a retrorse thorn. Doradids occur 
throughout the largest rivers of South America, 
including the Magdalena, Maracaibo, Orinoco, 

Essequibo, Amazonas, Parnaíba, Mearim, La 
Plata, São Francisco, Paraguassú, and Jequitin-
honha. The family is composed by 75 recognized 
species distributed in 30 genera (Sabaj & Ferraris, 
2003; Sousa & Rapp Py-Daniel, 2005; Sabaj, 2005).
 Published information on ecology and life 
history of doradids is scattered and may be con-
fusing to a neophyte. The two largest species, 
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