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Ophichthys fossorius,  
a poorly known South Indian swamp eel 

(Teleostei: Synbranchidae)

Ralf Britz*, Ariane Standing**, Biju Kumar***, Manoj Kripakaran****, 
Unmesh Katwate*****, Remya L Sundar****** and Rajeev Raghavan******

Based on recently collected material, we redescribe the poorly known synbranchid species Ophichthys fossorius. 
This highly fossorial species is known from different localities in Kerala, Peninsular India. It can be distinguished 
from its congeners by its vertebral count of 73-78 precaudal + 52-58 caudal = 126-132 total vertebrae.

Introduction

In a study on four species of burrowing fishes 
from the Travancore region (= present day south 
Kerala) of southern Peninsular India, Nayar 
(1951) described a new species of synbranchid eel, 
Amphipnous fossorius, which was recently assigned 
to the genus Ophichthys (Britz et al., 2020). Nayar 
(1951) mentioned that the type specimens were 
deposited in the Marine Biological Laboratory in 
Trivandrum and from his description it can be 
gleaned that there were at least five specimens. 
These syntype specimens are now lost. Unfortu-
nately, Nayar’s (1951) paper only includes a single 

drawing of the fish, showing the entire animal in 
lateral view, so that no details are visible. Nayar 
(1951) diagnosed his O. fossorius only against 
O. (as Amphipnous) cuchia and reported differences 
in the number of vertebrae, position of anterior 
basis of dorsal fin fold, arrangement of oral teeth 
and colouration. Since its description, no addi-
tional specimens of O. fossorius seem to have been 
reported, with the exception of two small juveniles 
assigned to this species by Rosen & Greenwood 
(1976). In addition, O. fossorius has been only 
rarely mentioned in the ichthyological literature 
(e. g. Silas & Dawson, 1961; Samuel, 1963; Rosen 
& Greenwood, 1976; Talwar & Jhingran, 1991; 
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	 Nayar’s (1951) original description of Ophich­
thys fossorius includes statements that we found to 
be erroneous. He (p. 313) reported the species to 
be “covered over by minute cycloid scales which 
are arranged in distinct longitudinal rows.” We, 
however, found the scales to be restricted mostly 
to the postanal part of the body and to be absent 
from most of the preanal area. Nayar (1951: 312) 
also mentioned the presence of teeth “on the 
premaxillae, maxillae and palatines.” Like other 
synbranchids, O. fossorius, however, has teeth on 
the premaxilla, palatine and ectopterygoid. Maybe 
Nayar (1951) confused the toothed palatine with 
what he termed maxilla and the ectopterygoid 
with what he thought was the palatine.
	 The habitat from which we collected O. fosso­
rius matches in part that from where Nayar (1951: 
314) had received his specimens and which he
described as “marshy areas in the paddy fields and 
banana plantations adjoining the Karamanai river
(…) in the slushy mud in between the plantations 
at about a depth of two to three feet”. Ophichthys
fossorius is a burrowing synbranchid and its paired
air-breathing organ enables it to live an almost
semiterrestrial life in wet and muddy soil from
where it has been collected by Nayar (1951) and
by ourselves.

As currently understood, the genus Ophichthys 
is distributed in the Salween, Sittang and Ay-
eyarwaddy basins in Myanmar, the Ganges and 
Brahmaputra basins in northern and northeastern 
India, Nepal and Bangladesh and in streams 
along the Western Ghats and in Sri Lanka. There 
are currently two centres of Ophichthys diversity, 
the Northeast of India with O. cuchia, O. hodgarti, 
and O. ichthyophoides and the Western Ghats/Sri 
Lanka with O. indicus, O. fossorius, and O. desilvai. 
It is interesting in this context that all these species, 
except for O. cuchia have more restricted distribu-
tions. This is certainly true for O. fossorius, which is 
only known from localities in the lowland coastal 
areas of Kerala from Thiruvananthapuram in the 
south (8° N) to Malappuram (11° N) in the north.

The rarity of Ophichthys fossorius in collections 
is most likely due to its burrowing secretive life 
style. It was only encountered at night in rice 
paddies or while digging in the muddy soil and 
thus cannot be caught with the usual fishing 
methods, as has also been stressed previously for 
other synbranchid species (see Britz et al., 2016, 
2018, 2021).

Comparative material.  Information for other species 
of Ophichthys was obtained from Chaudhuri (1913), 
Silas & Dawson (1961), Rosen & Greenwood (1976) and 
Britz et al. (2021).
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