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Two new cave-dwelling cichlids of Lake Malawi, Africa

Rachel M. Cleaver*, Adrianus F. Konings** and Jay R. Stauffer, Jr.*

Six different populations of the Lake Malawi cave-dweller Otopharynx lithobates, each of them distinguished by 
differences in the male breeding coloration, were examined. We found that morphometric and meristic data of 
all populations overlap, and that no significant differences could be found to distinguish them. Morphological 
data of Otopharynx walteri were completely within the range of O. lithobates and we regard them as conspecific. 
Two other cave-dwelling cichlids are described: Otopharynx spelaeotes, new species, and Otopharynx antron, new 
species. No geographical variation in the males’ breeding colors of these species was observed. Otopharynx antron 
is described from a 20 km stretch of the eastern shore of the lake. It is sympatric with O. spelaeotes, but seems to 
have a more predatory feeding regime. Stigmatochromis modestus, another cave-dwelling species, and Stigmato-
chromis pleurospilus are compared to the three cave-dwelling members of Otopharynx. 
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Introduction

Eccles & Trewavas (1989) revised the Malawi 
cichlid genera on the basis of their basic melanin 
pattern. They defined both Stigmatochromis and 
Otopharynx by the possession of a supra-pectoral 
and a supra-anal spot. In the case of the former 
the supra-pectoral spot is small and below the 
upper lateral line while in Otopharynx the large 
supra-pectoral spot is on or below the upper 
lateral line. In Stigmatochromis the vertical bars of 
the plesiomorphic melanin pattern are present as 
a series of faint bars. Stigmatochromis further dif-
fers from Otopharynx in jaw structure and denti-
tion; the lower jaw of Stigmatochromis extends 
forward of the tips of the premaxillae which is 
not the case in Otopharynx and in the latter the 
snout is shorter than the post-orbital part of the 
head, which is longer or of equal length in Stig-
matochromis over 60 mm SL (Eccles & Trewavas, 
1989). 

 We found that most of the characters given 
to distinguish these two genera overlap in various 
species assigned to either genus by the same 
authors. The shape, position, and presence of 
additional components of the basic melanin pat-
tern vary in species of both genera and are not 
diagnostic. The prognathic lower jaw occurs in 
members of Otopharynx as well, i.e. O. speciosus 
and O. brooksi (see Eccles & Trewavas, 1989: 166 
and 162, respectively). The purposes of this paper 
are to synonymize O. walteri with O. lithobates and 
to describe two new cave-dwelling species from 
Lake Malawi. 

Methods

Fishes were collected in Lake Malawi (Fig. 1) by 
chasing them into a monofilament block net while 
SCUBA diving. All fishes were anesthetized with 
clove oil, euthanized in 1 % formalin, pinned in 
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