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Biological and ecological characteristics of Roestes molossus 
(Teleostei: Cynodontidae), 

a night hunting characiform fish 
from upper Madeira River, Brazil

Gislene Torrente-Vilara*, Jansen Zuanon*, Sidinéia A. Amadio* 
and Carolina R. C. Doria**

During fish samplings carried out between 2004 and 2005 in tributaries draining the rapids stretch of Madeira 
River in Brazilian Amazon, we captured 72 specimens of Roestes molossus, a rare and poorly known cynodontid 
species. These specimens comprised 1.17 % of the total catches with gillnets (out of 175 species), the smallest 
measuring 114 mm SL and the largest 198 mm SL. Males were smaller than females, which predominated in the 
higher length classes. Sex-ratio was roughly 1 : 1, and ripe females occurred in December, during the rising water 
period. Roestes molossus fed on small fishes, insects and shrimps, which live associated to submerged litter banks. 
The tributaries of the Madeira River rapids zone are important habitats in the life cycle of R. molossus. However, 
the absence of small-sized specimens in our samples indicates that the first development phases occur in other 
places or microhabitats not sampled in our study.
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Introduction

The genus Roestes includes three species: R. molos-
sus from the Madeira and Juruá rivers; R. ogilviei 
from Essequibo, Negro and upper Amazonas 
rivers; and R. itupiranga from Tocantins River 
basin. Recent phylogenetic studies have shown 
that Roestes and Gilbertolus constitute the sub-
family Roestinae, the sister group of the Cyno-
dontinae in the family Cynodontidae (Menezes, 
1974; Menezes & Lucena, 1998; Lucena & Men-
ezes, 1998; Toledo-Piza, 2003).
 Most of the information available for Cyno-

dontids or dog-fishes consists of systematic and 
taxonomic aspects, with very few data about their 
habitat or biology (Toledo-Piza, 2003). Based on 
anatomical characteristics (e.g. the shape and 
position of the mouth) and few (if any) informa-
tion on the biology of the species of Roestes, Géry 
(1977: 311) suggested that these fishes would be 
adapted to live near the water surface. The scar-
city of published information about Roestes ap-
parently reflects the insignificant number of 
specimens captured so far (few specimens in 
museum collections worldwide). During 2004 and 
2005 we carried out an ichthyofaunal survey on 
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