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Systomus xouthos, a new cyprinid fish from Borneo, 
and revalidation of Puntius pulcher 

(Teleostei: Cyprinidae) 

Maurice Kottelat*, ** and Tan Heok Hui**, ***

Systomus xouthos, new species, is described from Belait and Tutong drainages in Brunei. It is distinguished by the 
adults having a plain brown body with a blackish reticulate pattern; the juveniles with a faint black spot at 
dorsal-fin origin and a midlateral series of 3 or 4 black blotches on the flank; a black band across dorsal fin; 12 
scale rows around the caudal peduncle; a deeply forked caudal fin with long pointed lobes; and the dorsal and 
anal fins with a concave posterior margin. Systomus pulcher from eastern Borneo is revalidated from the synonym 
of S. tetrazona.
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Introduction

The barbs of the genus Systomus are small-size 
fishes distributed throughout Southeast Asia, 
where they occur in a variety of habitats from 
flood plain to moderately swift hill streams. Most 
species have a conspicuous and distinctive colour 
pattern. We describe here a new species from 
Brunei (Borneo) with an unusual plain brown 
body with faint reticulated pattern. We revalidate 
S. pulcher (Rendahl, 1922), usually placed in the 
synonymy of S. tetrazona (Bleeker, 1855).
 A large number of small cyprinid species from 
Southeast and South Asia have traditionally been 
placed in the genus Puntius, as understood, for 
example, by Weber & de Beaufort (1916) and 
Smith (1945). The genus has long been known as 

an artificial assemblage (see, e. g., Taki et al., 1978) 
but nevertheless remained in use in the absence 
of proposed alternative. Rainboth (1996: 102-104), 
in a review of the fish fauna of Cambodia, recog-
nised two species as ‘real’ Puntius and six as 
Systomus. This division was not followed by a 
number of authors. For example, Kottelat (2000, 
2001), Kottelat & Widjanarti (2005) and Tan & 
Kottelat (2009) retained Systomus in the synonymy 
of Puntius, not because they considered Puntius 
to be monophyletic, but because recognising six 
species as Systomus out of the large heterogeneous 
Puntius without discussing the generic position 
of the remaining species would cause confu-
sion. 
 Other authors (e. g. Parenti & Lim, 2005: 185) 
have used Systomus frequently enough that it now 
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