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Species of the Macrognathus aculeatus group in Myanmar 
with remarks on M. caudiocellatus 

(Teleostei: Synbranchiformes: Mastacembelidae)

Ralf Britz*

The species of the Macrognathus aculeatus group from Myanmar are reviewed and three new species are described. 
Macrognathus dorsiocellatus, new species, previously identified as M. aral, is distinguished by rostral tooth plates 
19-23, dorsal fin spines 14-22, 7-11 small ocelli along soft dorsal fin, with ventrally open, incomplete white rim; 
M. obscurus, new species, is distinguished by rostral tooth plates 8-10, dorsal fin spines 20-22, ocelli along dorsal 
fin developed as small irregularly arranged dark spots or absent, M. pavo, new species, is distinguished by the 
presence of only 4-6 dorsal-fin spines, only 6-8 rostral tooth plates and details of the colour pattern. In addition, 
M. lineatomaculatus, new species, is described from India and Nepal and it is distinguished by rostral tooth plates 
15-17, dorsal fin spines 19-22, and large black blotches along dorsal fin. The systematic position of M. caudiocel-
latus is reviewed and the species is retransferred to Mastacembelus.
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Introduction

Spiny eels of the Macrognathus aculeatus species 
group form a monophyletic unit characterized 
uniquely among mastacembelids by a series of 
paired tooth plates that support the long rostral 
tentacle. Sufi (1956), who published the last revi-
sion of all Asian mastacembelids, recognized only 
a single species in this group: M. aculeatus. This 
species was thought to have an extremely wide 
distribution (“India, Pakistan, Burma, Ceylon, 
Siam, Malay Peninsula, Java, Sumatra, Borneo 
and Moluccas” according to Sufi, 1956: 103) and 
to be also highly variable morphologically. Sufi’s 
(1956) view was commonly accepted until Roberts 
(1980: 388-389) revised this group of mastacem-
belids and recognized three species, M. aral from 

“all of the larger river systems of the Indian sub-
continent, including Sri Lanka and Burma”, 
M. siamensis from “the Mekong basin of Thailand 
and Kampuchea (and presumably in Laos), as 
well as in the Chao Phraya and other rivers of 
Thailand southwards to the northern end of the 
Malay peninsula”, and M. aculeatus from “the 
southern half of the Malay peninsula; several of 
the principal rivers of Sumatra; the Kapuas River 
of Borneo; and northern Java as far east as the 
Brantas River”.
 During three recent visits to the Swedish 
Museum of Natural History in Stockholm, I had 
the opportunity to study their holdings of speci-
mens of the M. aculeatus group from Myanmar 
and to compare them with those from the neigh-
bouring countries India and Thailand. This was 
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