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Introduction


This compilation of data (mostly from published sources, plus our own observations from the Dogon linguistic project) focuses on fish observed in the greater Douentza area (northern Dogon and montane Songhay), but includes additional information relevant to the riverine Songhay from Niafunké to Gao. We hope to extend our coverage soon to some Bozo groups from Segou to Lac Debo. Images of some of the species can be found on our website, and for all but a handful good images can be found on the web.


The five-digit code numbers may be useful in searches for images and lexical entries in our spreadsheets.


Most Dogon villages are not sufficiently near permanent waters to have access to fresh fish. However, there are some drainage areas especially along the bases of the escarpments, with sufficient rock pools (often underground) to allow aquatic life to survive the long dry season. Fish known from this drainage basin include Clarias, Marcusenius, and Brycinus. We have even seen crocodiles (Crocodylus niloticus) at Adia in Najamba country and crocs are reported at a few other locations. 


A major "fishfest" occurs annually at the end of the dry season at Bamba (western edge of the escarpment, on the piste from Douentza to Koro), when men and boys have 15 minutes to catch fish with wicker traps in the last remaining pond (see video on www.dogonlanguages.org website). 


The lungfish (see Protopteridae) can breath air and is able to survive the dry season by hibernating in earth, reawakening when the rains finally come. It has a wider distribution than species requiring year-round water, and is known for example around Hombori as well as in the Douentza area.


In Douentza and other large towns, fresh fish caught in the Niger River are brought for sale. Inhabitants of villages near Kona (a town on the main highway between Mopti-Sevare and Douentza) catch the fish in the Niger and deliver them to these towns. The most common species seen in Douentza are catfish (especially Clarias and Bagrus), carp (Sarotheradon and Oreochromis), capitaine (Lates), dogfish (Hydrocynus), Mormyrus, Marcusenius, and Labeo.


Finally, smoked and dried fish (a specialty of the Bozo ethnicity near Mopti and Djenne) are sold in large quantities in Douentza and other markets as a sauce ingredient.


As a result, some Dogon are familiar with a number of fish spp.


Catfish are in families Ariidae, Bagridae, Clariidae, Malapteruridae, Mochokidae, and Schilbeidae. Carps are in Cichlidae. Sardine-like fish are in Characidae.


Fish spp. with electrical organs (used for defence and to stun prey): especialy Malapterurus, but also Gymnarchus and family Mormyridae.

Classification and literature


For the taxonomy I rely on the following handbook, cited as FPEDSAO, with occasional updates from web sources.


Christian Lévêque, Didier Paugy, & Guy Teugels (eds.). 1990. Faune des poissons d'eaux douces et saumâtres de l'Afrique de l'Ouest. (Faune tropicale, 28.) 2 vols, Tervuren: Musée Royale d'Afrique Centrale; Paris: Éditions de l'ORSTOM.


One important taxonomic "reversal" in 1990 involved Schilbe spp. This should be noted in reconciling post-1990 with pre-1990 taxonomy.


FPEDSAO is fine for taxonomy but has almost no information about biology or ethnoichthyology. Older works by the great French ichthyologist J. Daget is still useful for ethnoichthyological information including names for fish species (some now locally extinct) in Bozo dialects. Daget also wrote a sketch grammar of a Bozo language, surely the only reference grammar ever written by an ichthyologist!


J. Daget. 1954. Les poissons du Niger supérieur. Mémoire 36, I.F.A.N. = Institut Français (or: Institut Fondamental) d'Afrique Noir. 


fin terminology: from head to tail on top: dorsal, adipose (absent for some species), caudal (tail). from head to just before tail on side and bottom: pectoral (on side behind gills), pelvic, anal. The notes below focus on external morphology and coloration, but professional determinations often require gill-raker and tooth counts.

Anabantidae


Ctenopoma



Ctenopoma petherici

Ariidae (huge catfish, all fins present, forked tail)


Arius



Arius gigas 60724



notes: only purely freshwater sp. of this genus; huge size (large specimens to 150 cm)




records: formerly well-known in Niger R., now in danger of total extinction due to over-fishing throughout its range

Bagridae (large catfish, dorsal distinct from adipose, long barbels)


key to genera:



no nasal barbel, caudal not distinctly forked, body mottled:
Auchenoglanis



nasal bardels, caudal distinctly forked




head to dorsal straight/concave in profile, big adipose
Bagrus




head to dorsal convex in profile





adipose rayed (adults), dark band in caudal lobes
Clarotes





adipose not rayed, 


Auchenoglanis (no nasal barbel; juveniles mottled, adults uniformly dark)



Auchenoglanis biscutatus 60709



notes: like A. occidentalis; adipose has nearly right-angle posterior margin



Auchenoglanis occidentalis 60710



notes: subadult specimens conspicuously mottled, barbels short, caudal barely forked (tips barely pointed, only weak medial lobe), wide adipose with rounded margins




records: rarely sold fresh in Douentza market


Bagrus (foreheads compressed)



key:




big, at most short dorsal spine filaments, dark brown
B. docmac




first few dorsal spines filamented





filaments long, forehead profile straight
B. filamentosus





filaments short, forehead profile concave
B. bayad



Bagrus bayad 60211



notes: large fish, head severely flattened on top (forehead concave seen from side), wide adipose fin, long pointed tips of caudal, very long maxillary barbels




records: Niger R., commonly sold fresh or dried in Douentza market



Bagrus docmac 60705



notes: dark brown except lighter belly (some juveniles blackish); dorsal spines at most slightly filamented; biggest sp. of the genus



Bagrus filamentosus




notes: greyish or yellowish with white belly; dorsal spines with long filaments


Chrysichthys



Chrysichthys auratus 60707



notes: very small, first ray of dorsal prolonged by a long filament, body color yellowish in life, deeply lobed caudal



Chrysichthys (Melanodactylus) nigrodigitatus 60708



notes: larger, no filament, body color silvery grey


Clarotes



Clarotes laticeps 60706



notes: resembles Bagrus but adipose narrow and forehead slightly convex, adipose grows a spine in adults, tips of tail barely pointed, dark band through each lobe of caudal




records: Niger R., not seen in Douentza market

Centropomidae


Lates 60217


Lates niloticus ("capitaine")




notes: silvery, rather flattened sides, small scales, dorsal transitions to adipose, tail rounded




records: common but heavily fished in Niger R., sold fresh in markets throughout Mali, the most prized restaurant fish in the area

Characidae (shiny bodies, sardine-like, forked caudals)

(all fish of this family are commonly sold dried as well as fresh)


Alestes (mid-sized)



key(aside from gill-raker count)




anal with 23-26 branched rays
A. baremoze




anal with 18-23 branched rays
A. dentex



Alestes baremoze (close to A. dentex) 60201



notes: mid-sized, anal has 23-26 branched rays, lower half of caudal red



Alestes dentex sethente (close to A. baremoze) 60202



notes: mid-sized, anal has 18-23 branched rays




records: Niger R., occasionally sold fresh in Douentza market


Brycinus (small)



key (aside from dentition)




black spot extends to end of caudal, fins yellow
B. leuciscus




fins red, black spot not extending to end of caudal





top curved, dorsal directly above ventral
B. nurse





top straight, dorsal retracted slightly behind ventral
B. macrolepidotus



Brycinus leuciscus 60626



notes: precaudal black spot extends to end of caudal; fins yellow



Brycinus nurse 60206



notes: precaudal black spot continued partially in caudal; caudal red




records: occasionally sold fresh in Douentza market



Brycinus macrolepidotus 60205



notes: slender body, top straight from mouth to dorsal

Hydrocynus (large)



key:




caudal lobes broadly curved, small eye, faint black lines
H. brevis




caudal lobes narrow and pointed, large eye, 



Hydrocynus brevis 60693



notes: similar to H. forskalii but thicker body, smaller eye; shiny silver, longitudinal lines weakly developed, lower caudal and part of anal orange-red



Hydrocynus forskalii (poisson-chien) 60208



notes: largest local sp. of this family, has conspicuous teeth (hence the name "dog-fish"), lower half of caudal and anterior part of caudal are bright red




records: very common fresh or pre-cooked in Douentza market


Micralestes



Micralestes elongatus  60209



notes: tiny fish (5 cm long), eyes large for its size




records: seen among dried fish for sale in Douentza
Cichlidae (tilapia, "carpe", broad dorsal, no adipose; caudal flat, slightly rounded, or slightly lobed)


Hemichromis 60725


Hemichromis fasciatus 




notes: small fish; transverse bands on upper 2/3 of sides




records: Niger R., not seen in Douentza


Oreochromis (reduced size of scales in belly)



Oreochromis niloticus (syn Tilapia nilotica) 60218



notes: distinctive thin vertical bands on caudal




records: commonly sold fresh in Douentza market


Sarotheradon (belly scales almost as big as other scales)



Sarotheradon galilaeus galilaeus (syn Tilapia galilaea galilaea) 60627



notes: light silvery grey body color (unusual for other carps)




records: sold fresh in Douentza market


Tilapia



Tilapia galilaea galilaea, see Sarotheradon galilaeus galilaeus



Tilapia nilotica, see Oreochromis niloticus niloticus



Tilapia dageti




notes: close to T. zilli, has more bifurcated vertical bands on sides



Tilapia zilli 60726



notes: larger than Hemichromis; transverse bands on sides, often just one of them bifurcated at top




records: Niger R., not seen in Douentza

Citharinidae (broad flattened sides, mid-sized scales, forked caudal, cf. Distichodontidae)


key:



2 black vertical bands on sides, scales comblike
Citharidium



no black bands, scales cycloid (circular)




body ex tail almost twice as long as high
Citharinops




body ex tail about as long as high
Citharinus


Citharidium



Citharidium ansorgei 60701



notes: two large blackish vertical bands on side; scales ctenoid (comblike)


Citharinops



Citharinops distichodoides 60702



notes: no vertical bands; head to tail almost twice as long as height


Citharinus (head to tail about as long as high, scales tiny)



Citharinus citharus 60703



notes: base of adipose longer than distance separating it from dorsal



Citharinus latus 60220



records: Niger R., not seen in Douentza market




notes: distance between dorsal and adiopose longer than base of adipos]

Clariidae (catfish, caudal rounded, no spine in dorsal, can breathe air briefly)


Clarias (wide dorsal, adipose absent, rather wide anal)



Clarias anguillaris/Clarias gariepinus  60214



notes: C. anguillaris and C. gariepinus are very similar externally; distinction is number of gill-rakers (Fr. branchiospines) adjusted for length of fish, C. gariepinus with up to 110 long thin gill-rakers and C. anguillaris up to 50 for specimens of 65 cm standard length (snout to base of caudal)




records: occurs in the Douentza drainage area (specimens seen e.g. at Beni and Walo), also commonly brought fresh from Niger R. for sale in Douentza, also sold dried




ethnoichthyology: C. gariepinus is used in pisciculture.


Heterobranchus



Heterobranchus bidorsalis 60712



notes: fairly wide dorsal, adipose present (unlike Clarias)




records: known to riverine Songhay, not seen at Douentza



Heterobranchus longifilis




notes: caudal has whitish transverse band




records: known to riverine Songhay, not seen at Douentza
Cyprinidae (forked caudal, no adipose)


Labeo (conspicuous lips, no spines in dorsal)



Labeo coubie 60704



notes: darker than L. senegalensis




records: known to riverine Songhay, not seen in Douentza market



Labeo senegalensis 60221



notes: somewhat elongated body, large scales, whitish, shiny




records: commonly sold fresh in Douentza market

Cyprinodontidae (tiny fish of little interest to Dogon or fishers)


Aphyosemion spp.


Epiplatys spp.

Distichodontidae  (fairly broad flattened sides, tiny scales, forked caudal, cf. Citharinidae)


Distichodus



Distichodus brevipinnis (and others) 60700



records: known to riverine Songhay fishers

Eleotridae (goby)


Kribia (tiny, 5 cm long)



Kribia kribensis



Kribia nana

Gymnarchidae (Niger R.)


Gymnarchus 



Gymnarchus niloticus 60698



notes: large fish, elongated eel-like body, entire back covered by a soft dorsal, tail pointed; some electrical potential




records: known to riverine Songhay fishers, not seen in markets

Hepsetidae (Niger R.)


Hepsetus



Hepsetus odoe 60699



notes: elongated body, tall but narrow dorsal followed by tiny adipose, scales bordered with black, caudal forked




records: known to riverine Songhay fishers, not seen in markets.

Malapteruridae (electric catfish, caudal rounded)


Malapterurus



Malapterurus electricus 60215



notes: can discharge electricity; no dorsal, small adipose near caudal; body elongated, no scales, short barbels




records: rarely seen but well-known because of its electric power, not seen in markets

Mastacembelidae


Mastacembelus



Mastacembelus nigromarginatus (syn Aethiomastacembelus nigromarginatus) 60216



notes: eel-like, very long and thin, dorsal and anal are confluent with (rounded) caudal, ventrals absent




records: a Najamba speaker claims to recognize drawings

Mochokidae (small catfish, all fins present, forked caudal)


Synodontis (upside-down catfish)


key:



gill-opening extends below base of pectoral, maxillary barbels broadly fringed




mandibular barbels broadly fringed, 8-16 mandibular teeth
membranacea




manidbular barbels not fringed, 30-47 mandibular teeth
batensoda



gill-opening otherwise




maxillary barbels branched





more than 50 mandibular teeth
resupinata





fewer than 50, caudal red
clarias




maxillary barbels unbranched





humoral process spiny (adults), maxillary barbels fringed
budgetti





humoral process not spiny






maxillary barbels shorter than head







maxillary barbels broadly fringed









body slightly spotted
vermiculata








body unspotted
sorex







maxillary barbels unfringed or slightly fringed at base
gobroni






maxillary barbels longer than head







maxillary barbels broadly fringed








long dorsal filament, large eye, large black spots
filamentosus








brown, several mid-sized dosal filaments, spotted
euptera








small spots, caudal spotted
nigrita








maxillary barbels unfringed or slightly fringed at base
ocellifer



Synodontis batensoda 60713


Synodontis budgetti 60717


Synodontis clarias 60716



notes: caudal red



Synodontis melanoptera 60722


Synodontis filamentosa 60721


Synodontis gobroni 60720


Synodontis membranacea 60714


Synodontis nigrita 60723



notes: body and fins with mid-sized dark spots



Synodontis resupinata 60715


Synodontis schall (called wahrindi in parts of Africa) 60212



notes: conspicuous spine in pectoral fin




records: common in Niger R., occasionally sold fresh in Douentza market



Synodontis sorex 60719


Synodontis vermiculata 60718



comment: locally endemic (Mopti area), said by Daget to be entirely yellow with small closely-spaced dark dots on body and adipose, more widely-spaced on fins

Mormyridae (elephantfishes, have unusual snouts, forked caudals, weakly electric)


website: http://mormyrids.lifedesks.org/pages/2022

Hyperopisus bebe 60695


notes: snout blunt but not trunk-like, back flattish, very small dorsal near caudal, very wide anal



records: fresh specimens seen infrequently in Douentza market, brought from Niger R.


Marcusenius senegalensis 60210


notes: snout blunt but not trunk-like, fleshy protuberance extending out from chin, dorsal and anal symmetrical in back half of body



distribution: occurs in Douentza drainage area, sold fresh in Douentza market (brought from Niger R.), also commonly sold dried


Mormyrus rume 60222


notes: elongated trunk-like snout, wide dorsal from behind head to tail, narrow anal



records: commonly sold fresh in Douentza market.

Osteoglossidae (Niger R.)


Heterotis



Heterotis niloticus 60694



notes: large fish, flattened laterally, large scales, wide dorsal and anal fins in back half of body, small rounded caudal




records: known to riverine Songhay, but not seen in markets

Polypteridae (Niger R.)


Polypterus



key: 




pectoral reaches horizontal level of first dorsal, upper jaw not longer than lower





side has conspicuous, irregular black blotches
P. endlicheri





no such conspicuous blotches
P. bichir




pectoral well short of level of first dorsal, upper jaw longer than lower






P. senegalus




Polypterus bichir lapradei



Polypterus endlicheri endlicheri



Polypterus senegalus senegalus 60674



notes: elongated subcylindrical body, rounded caudal; bony scales, wide dorsal consists of well-separated spines with intervening membrane resembling row of flags




records: not known to Dogon or montane Songhay; known to riverine Songhay fishers but apparently uncommon or localized (not seen in fish markets)

Protopteridae


Protopterus



Protopterus annectens annectens (lungfish) 60223



notes: elongated body, short but wide dorsal, caudal ends in a tip if not damaged, wide filiform lower fins (pectoral, anal); can breathe air, hibernates in earth during dry season, sometimes accidentally dug up by farmers clearing fields.




records: Douentza and Hombori areas, fairly well known to montane Songhay and to Dogon.

Schilbeidae (small catfish, downturned forked caudal, head upturned)


taxonomic change: since a 1990 publication most specimens of the former "S. mystus" are now assigned to "S. intermedius"; the holotype of "S. mystus" is now combined with the former "S. niloticus" to constitute the new "S. mystus".


key (aside from gill-raker count)



tiny adipose present
S. mystus



no adipose
S. intermedius


Schilbe



Schilbe intermedius (most pre-1990 "S. mystus") 60213



notes: small catfish, narrow dorsal with one spine just behind head, adipose absent, wide anal; juveniles have two dark longitudinal bands on sides




records: occasionally sold fresh in Douentza market



Schilbe mystus (chiefly the pre-1990 S. niloticus) 60711



notes: adults very similar to S. intermedius; no special coloration of juveniles

Tetraodontidae (puffer-fishes)


Tetraodon



Tetraodon fahaka, see T. lineatus



Tetraodon lineatus (syn T. fahaka) 60224



notes: adults bright yellow in life, with 7 dark longitudinal bands on sides; no scales, but body covered with small spines, can bloat its belly into a large ball




records: well-known to Songhay fishers on the Niger R, not seen in Douentza

