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A sexually dimorphic species of Chrysichthys 
(Siluriformes: Claroteidae) 

from Lac Mai-Ndombe, Democratic Republic of the Congo

Michael Hardman*, *** and Melanie L. J. Stiassny**

Chrysichthys praecox, new species, is described from Lac Mai-Ndombe (Democratic Republic of the Congo). It is 
a small and sexually dimorphic species distinguished on the basis of vomerine accessory toothplates broad 
posteriorly, narrow and sharply pointed supraoccipital process, upper jaw extending beyond lower, strong post-
cleithral process, maxillary barbel length 2.7-4.8 times in SL, nasal barbel reaching the orbit, uniformly dark 
pigmentation and 14-19 simple gill rakers on the first gill arch. Chrysichthys reaches sexual maturity at a small 
size compared to congeners. We comment on its reproductive biology and the significance of its apparent ende-
mism in Lac Mai-Ndombe.
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Introduction

In the Cuvette Centrale of western Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Lac Mai-Ndombe (Fig. 1; 
formerly Lake Leopold II) provides 2300 km2 of 
permanent freshwater habitat to endemic fishes 
(e.g., Stewart & Roberts, 1984; Schliewen & 
Stiassny, 2006) and other aquatic animals. Similar 
to neighboring Lac Tumba (765 km2), the major-
ity of its carbon input comes from allochthonous 
sources (e.g., terrestrial plant litter and associated 
invertebrates) that decompose to stain the water 
dark-brown and lower its pH to an acidic 4.0-5.5. 
Lying in a shallow basin, Lac Mai-Ndombe has 
a maximum depth of 10 m and its limits are known 
to increase dramatically during seasonal rains. 

The Fimi River drains the lake at its southern tip 
and empties into the Kasai River (the latter being 
known as the Kwa in this region) the main south-
ern tributary of the Congo River. Lakes Mai-
Ndombe, Tumba and their intervening swamps 
and satellite lakes have been considered remnants 
of a large Pliocene lake that drained through a 
captured coastal stream at a point just below Pool 
Malebo (Beadle, 1974).
 Claroteid catfishes are distributed throughout 
west and central Africa, the Nile, Lake Tangan-
yika and eastern streams of Mozambique. The 
Congo basin contains the bulk of claroteid diver-
sity (Boulenger, 1901; Poll, 1957; Poll & Gosse, 
1963; Risch, 1986). The claroteid catfishes of Lac 
Mai-Ndombe are poorly known although Matthes 
(1964) reported Chrysichthys cranchii, C. longibarbis, 
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