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Nurseryfish, Kurtus gulliveri
(Perciformes: Kurtidae),

from northern Australia: redescription, distribution, egg mass,
and comparison with K. indicus from southeast Asia

Tim M. Berra*

Kurtus gulliveri is remarkable in that males carry the eggs on a hook formed from the supraoccipital crest of the
skull. Principal components analysis of meristic and morphometric characters of populations of nurseryfish from
northern Australia and southern New Guinea indicate that they belong to the same species. Kurtus gulliveri has a
higher anal fin ray count than K. indicus (39-49 vs. 30-35), and the caudal peduncle is narrower (6.8-9.9 % SL vs. 9.3-
12.2). The living colors of K. gulliveri are described for the first time. The dorsal and ventral surfaces, the anal and
caudal fins and base of the dorsal fin are covered with an irridescent violet wash. The violet wash gives way to a
rosy pink and brassy yellow along the anterior half of the dorsal-lateral surface. The head, operculum and thorax
are silvery with greenish blue highlights. Kurtus gulliveri is known from large, turbid, coastal rivers of northern
Australia from Wyndham, Western Australia to the Saxby River in Queensland, and there are scattered records
throughout southern New Guinea. Photographs of a complete egg mass containing late-stage embryos, yolk-sac
fry, and larval nurseryfish are presented.
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Introduction

The family Kurtidae is usually placed in its own
suborder, Kurtoidei, of the Perciformes (Lauder
& Liem, 1983; Nelson, 1994; Eschmeyer, 1998).
Johnson (1993), however, wrote that “there is
nothing in the osteology of Kurtus to exclude it
from the suborder Percoidei”. There are two de-
scribed species, K. gulliveri Castelnau, 1878 from
northern Australia-southern New Guinea and
K. indicus Bloch, 1786 from India to Borneo (Ber-
ra, 2001). The most distinctive feature of K. gulli-
veri is the presence in males of a hook projecting
from the dorsal surface of the head with which

the eggs are carried like a cluster of grapes on the
forehead. Until recently virtually nothing was
known of the biology of this bizarre fish, and the
few papers that exist are 90 years old. Its unique
parental care system was first reported by Weber
(1910, 1913), and termed “forehead brooding” by
Balon (1975). Guitel (1913) described early-stage
eggs, and de Beaufort (1914) depicted aspects of
its skeletal anatomy. In order to learn some of the
details of the natural history of K. gulliveri, a study
was begun in the Adelaide River near Darwin,
Northern Territory, Australia in 2001. Papers re-
sulting from this study include Berra & Wedd
(2001) who reported on the anatomy of the ali-
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