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First description of small juveniles
of the primitive catfish Diplomystes

(Siluriformes: Diplomystidae)

John G. Lundberg*, Tim M. Berra** and John P. Friel***

At 13 mm SL young Diplomystes nahuelbutaensis are free living and, judging by their greatly diminished yolk mass,
probably foraging. External development of form from these small fish to subadults is smooth and continuous,
without distinct juvenile stages or specializations. The major changes of body and fin shape shown by Diplomystes
are those common to most siluriforms and other fishes: juveniles have large heads and eyes, and expanded
posterior median-fin membranes relative to larger specimens. Pigmentation pattern is similar in juveniles and
adults in this species. Definitive pectoral- and dorsal-fin spines, and fin ray counts, except for caudal-fin procurrent
rays, are established before firm ossification and segmentation of lepidotrichia. The postcleithral process develops
relatively late.
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Introduction

In December, 1992 T. M. Berra and V. H. Ruiz
collected specimens of the catfish Diplomystes na-
huelbutaensis in the clear, rocky and fast-flowing
Río Laja (Fig. 1) of central Chile, ca. 37° S (Ruiz &
Berra, 1994). Diplomystes nahuelbutaensis is an en-
demic and the only diplomystid species known
from the Río Bío Bío basin (Arratia, 1987; Ruiz &
Berra, 1994). To our knowledge, the specimens in
this collection measuring about 13-14 mm SL are
the smallest Diplomystes known (Figs. 2-3). The
smallest diplomystid specimens reported in the
literature are twice this size at about 30 mm SL
(Arratia, 1983; Azpelicueta & Gosztonyi, 1998).

The largest specimen of D. nahuelbutaensis col-
lected with the juveniles is 131 mm SL, thus yield-
ing a growth series from a local population that
ranges across one order of magnitude (Fig. 3).
Because of the wide interest in Diplomystes as a
phylogenetically basal, relatively rare and poten-
tially threatened group of siluriforms, we here
describe and illustrate these specimens empha-
sizing the juveniles. Further, we offer general
comparisons of the juvenile diplomystids to oth-
er siluriforms based largely on a synthesis of
scattered published illustrations that summarize
the diversity and commonality of juvenile cat-
fishes.
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