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A review of the South American cichlid genus Cichla, 
with descriptions of nine new species 

(Teleostei: Cichlidae)

Sven O. Kullander* and Efrem J. G. Ferreira**

Cichla, with the junior synonym Acharnes, is widely distributed in the Amazon, Tocantins, and Orinoco river 
basins, and in the smaller rivers draining the Guianas to the Atlantic Ocean. Within South America transplanta-
tions are recorded from the Paraná and Paraguay river drainages in Paraguay and Brazil, and the Paraíba do Sul 
and Paraguaçu rivers in Brazil. The genus comprises 15 species recognized by external characters of which colour 
pattern and meristics are most significant.
 In six species juveniles possess three dark blotches on the side and a dark band connecting the posterior blotch 
to the dark blotch at the caudal-fin base: Cichla ocellaris is known from the Guianas, including the Marowijne, 
Suriname, Corantijn, Demerara, and Essequibo river drainages, and also the upper Rio Branco in Brazil. Cichla 

orinocensis is known from the Negro and Orinoco river drainages in Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela. Cichla 

monoculus is widespread in the floodplains of the Amazon basin, in Colombia, Peru, and Brazil, and also col-
lected from rivers of Amapá in Brazil, and the lower Oyapock River on the border between Brazil and French 
Guiana. Cichla nigromaculata is known from the upper Rio Orinoco in Venezuela and, tentatively, the middle Rio 
Negro in Brazil. Cichla kelberi, new species, is restricted to the Tocantins river basin, but also found transplanted 
in the Paraná and Paraíba do Sul river drainages and reported from the Nordeste region of Brazil. Cichla pleio-

zona, new species, occurs in the Madre de Dios, Beni, and Guaporé river drainages in Bolivia and Brazil, and in 
the Rio Jamari in Brazil. A lectotype is fixed for Cychla toucounarai which is a synonym of Cichla monoculus. 
 Juveniles and young of the remaining nine species, in addition to the three midlateral blotches, possess a dark 
horizontal band extending from the head to the dark blotch at the caudal-fin base: Cichla mirianae, new species, 
is restricted to the upper Tapajós river drainage, in the Juruena and Teles Pires rivers, and the upper Xingu river 
drainage in Brazil. Cichla melaniae, new species, is restricted to the lower Xingu river drainage in Brazil. Cichla 

piquiti, new species, is restricted to the Tocantins river basin, but transplanted in the Paraná river basin in Brazil 
and Paraguay. Cichla thyrorus, new species, occurs in the Rio Trombetas in Brazil, upstream from the Cachoeira 
Porteira. Cichla jariina, new species, occurs in the Rio Jari in Brazil, where it is so far recorded only from the region 
of the Santo Antonio rapids. Cichla pinima, new species, occurs in the lower parts of southern tributaries of the 
Rio Amazonas in Brazil (Tapajós, Curuá-Una, Xingu), and the lower Tocantins and Capim rivers. Tentatively 
identified specimens are recorded from the Amapá, Araguari, and Canumã rivers in Brazil. Cichla pinima occurs 
translocated in the Rio Paraguaçu in southeastern Brazil, and is reported as translocated from the northeast of 
Brazil. Cichla vazzoleri, new species, occurs in the Uatumã and lower Trombetas rivers in Brazil. Cichla temensis is 
known from the Negro and Orinoco river drainages in Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela. It is also recorded from 
blackwater rivers along the Rio Solimões-Amazonas in Brazil (Tefé, Rio Puraquequara, Rio Uatumã, and Silves). 
Cichla intermedia is restricted to the Casiquiare and Orinoco river drainages in Venezuela.
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 Fifteen nominal species are referable to Cich-

la (Table 1). The majority were described in the 
period 1821-1855 and frequently based on field 
observations and drawings. Revisions by Günther 
(1862), Pellegrin (1904), and Regan (1906) distin-
guished principally only the two species C. temen-

sis and C. ocellaris with varying synonym lists. 
Günther (1862) also listed C. conibos and C. mul-

tifasciata, and Regan recognized C. multifasciata 
based on the drawings and sketchy information 
from Castelnau (1855). Castelnau’s names, how-
ever, more likely refer to unrecognizable species 
of Crenicichla (Kullander, 1986). Most literature 
before Machado’s (1971) revision mentioned only 
two species, viz. C. temensis and C. ocellaris. 
 Ringuelet et al. (1967: 507) reported C. chacoen-

sis (Holmberg, 1891) from Argentina. Holmberg 
(1891) described the species in the genus Acharnes, 
a synonym of Cichla. His description, as well as 

 A phylogenetic analysis suggests that C. intermedia, C. piquiti, and C. melaniae are successive basal species, 
whereas an unresolved group composed of C. jariina, C. pinima, C. temensis, C. thyrorus, and C. vazzoleri is the 
sister group of (C. mirianae,(C. orinocensis,((C. ocellaris, C. nigromaculata),(C. monoculus, C. kelberi, C. pleiozona))). 

Introduction

Species of the genus Cichla are among the major 
food and game fishes in South America. They are 
known locally by the collective names tucunaré 
in most of the Amazon region, pavón in Vene-
zuela, toekoenali in Suriname, and lukanani in 
Guyana (Kullander, 2003).
 Cichla has been the subject of several recent 
reviews dealing with phylogenetic position (Stiass-
ny, 1982, 1987; Kullander, 1986, 1998), life history 
(Zaret, 1980), and particular species (Machado, 
1971, 1973; Kullander, 1986; Kullander & Nijssen, 
1989). There are surprisingly few studies on the 
ecology and behaviour of Cichla. Lowe-McConnell 
(1969) reported on field observations of C. ocella-

ris in Guyana, and Winemiller (2001) summarised 
ecological studies on Venezuelan species, which 
are probably representative for the genus. 

Table 1. Nominal species of Cichla in chronological order of description.

original combination author, year type locality (river basin) current name

Cichla ocellaris Schneider, 1801 East India, erroneous Cichla ocellaris

Cichla temensis Humboldt, 1821 Rio Negro Cichla temensis

Cichla atabapensis Humboldt, 1821 Rio Orinoco Cichla temensis

Cichla argus Valenciennes, 1821 Unknown Cichla orinocensis

Cichla orinocensis Humboldt, 1821 Rio Orinoco, Rio Negro Cichla orinocensis

Cichla monoculus Agassiz, 1831 Brazilian sea [Amazon basin] Cichla monoculus

Cichla Tucunare Heckel, 1840 Rio Branco Cichla temensis

Cichla flavo-maculata  Jardine, 1843 Rio Negro Cichla temensis

Cichla nigro-maculata  Jardine, 1843 Rio Negro Cichla nigromaculata

Cichla trifasciata Jardine, 1843 Rio Negro Cichla temensis

Acharnes speciosus Müller & Troschel, 1849 Guyana coast, Essequibo River Cichla ocellaris

Cycla toucounarai Castelnau, 1855 Amazon basin Cichla monoculus

Cichla unitaeniatus Magalhães, 1931 Rio Negro, Rio Purús Cichla temensis

Cichla bilineatus Nakashima, 1941 Rio Amazonas, Peru Cichla monoculus

Cichla intermedia Machado-Allison, 1971 Rio Casiquiare Cichla intermedia

Cichla kelberi new species, this paper Rio Tocantins Cichla kelberi

Cichla pleiozona new species, this paper Rio Guaporé Cichla pleizona

Cichla mirianae new species, this paper Rio Tapajós Cichla mirianae

Cichla melaniae new species, this paper Rio Xingu Cichla melaniae

Cichla piquiti new species, this paper Rio Tocantins Cichla piquiti

Cichla thyrorus new species, this paper Rio Trombetas Cichla thyrorus

Cichla jariina new species, this paper Rio Jari Cichla jariina

Cichla pinima new species, this paper Rio Curuá-Una Cichla pinima

Cichla vazzoleri new species, this paper Rio Trombetas Cichla vazzoleri
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