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Two new species of Mastacembelus from Myanmar 
(Teleostei: Synbranchiformes: Mastacembelidae)

Ralf Britz*

Mastacembelus tinwini, new species, from streams in the Mon and Kayin States of southern Myanmar, is distin-
guished from its congeners by a unique colour pattern consisting of five regular and parallel, black, longitudinal 
bands along the body, which are frequently expressed as series of interrupted lines or broken up into individual 
blotches, and a white margin to the soft dorsal, anal, and caudal fins and by the number of vertebrae. Mastacem-
belus pantherinus, new species, from Lake Indawgyi, Kachin State, in northern Myanmar differs also from its 
congeners by a unique colour pattern that consists of numerous individual spots or irregular marks, sometimes 
forming short lines and a whitish belly devoid of any marks. 
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Introduction

Mastacembelidae or spiny eels are elongate, eel-
like, medium sized to large acanthomorph teleosts 
that occur in tropical Africa, the Middle East, and 
Asia (Berra, 2001). Mastacembelids belong sys-
tematically to the monophyletic order Synbranchi-
formes, which includes also the families Syn-
branchidae and Chaudhuriidae. Many of the more 
than 70 species of spiny eels are important food 
fishes. The most recent revision of the Asian 
mastacembelids is that of Sufi (1956), who lists a 
total of 15 species.
 The Mastacembelus armatus-species group has 
a very wide distribution ranging from Afghani-
stan, to southern China, the Malay Peninsula and 
the Sunda islands (Sufi, 1956). The relatively close 
overall resemblance of specimens from different 
localities and a great overlap in meristic characters 
are probably the reason why they have been 

considered to belong to one widespread, but 
variable, species. Only recently, Roberts (1986, 
1989) has argued that at least three forms of the 
M. armatus species group are distinct enough to 
warrant species status, and he resurrected M. fa-
vus, from Thailand and western Malaysia, and 
M. undulatus, from southern China, from syn-
onymy and described one new species, M. notoph-
thalmus, from the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, and 
the Kapuas drainage in western Borneo. Even 
after Roberts actions, the M. armatus species group 
remains a taxonomically difficult and insuffi-
ciently studied complex.
 Mastacembelus armatus was described by La 
Cepède (1800) based on a 36 cm long dry speci-
men of unknown origin. The type specimen of 
M. armatus, which should be in the Paris Museum, 
was noted as lost by Roberts (1989), based on a 
personal communication by M.-L. Bauchot. De-
spite its unknown type locality, the name M. ar-
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