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Introduction

Cusk eels (Ophidiidae) are benthopelagic marine fish 
species found in tropical and sub-tropical regions of all 
oceans. They are found on soft bottoms, from shallow 
waters to the greatest depths where fishes have been found; 
Abyssobrotula galatheae Nielsen, 1977 was recorded from 
8,370 metres in the Puerto Rico Trench (NelsoN et al. 
2016). The family was defined by NielseN et al. (1999) as 
having dorsal, caudal and anal fins confluent; supramax-
illa present; dorsal-fin origin anterior to anal-fin origin; 
dorsal-fin rays usually longer than opposing anal-fin 
rays; body with scales; so far as known no vexillifer lar-
val stage.  NelsoN et al. (2016) estimated 258 species in 
50 genera; Fricke et al. (2022a) counted 280 valid spe-
cies in 51 genera. The genus Ophidion  Linnaeus, 1758 was 
first described by liNNaeus (1758: 259) based on Ophid
ion barbatum  Linnaeus, 1758 as type species, by Lin-
naean tautonymy [also designated by Gill (1863: 210)]. 
Ophi dion was placed on the Official List of Genus Names 
in Zoology (Opinion 92, aNoNymous 1926), while Ophi
dium Linnaeus, 1766 (liNNaeus 1766: 431) is an unjusti-
fied emendation placed on the Official Index of Genus 
Names in Zoology (Direction 56,  aNoNymous 1956). 
The genus currently includes 27 valid species; in the 
Indo-West Pacific, there are only the following five spe-
cies: O. asiro (Jordan & Fowler, 1902) (JordaN & Fowler 
1902: 752; fig. 4) from the northwestern Pacific (Taiwan, 
China, Korea and Taiwan); O. exul Robins, 1991 (robiNs 

1991: 3; fig. 1) from Easter Island; O. genyopus (Ogilby, 
1897) (oGilby 1897: 93; as Otophidium genyopus) from 
New South Wales, Australia; O. muraenolepis Günther, 
1880 (GüNther 1880: 46; pl. 20, fig. A) from the east-
ern Indian Ocean and western Pacific; O. smithi (Fowler, 
1934) (Fowler 1934: 508; fig. 52; as Otophidium smithi) 
from the Indian Ocean.

While sorting material from the Hebrew University 
Fish Collection (Jerusalem, Israel), we found a specimen 
of cusk eel of the family Ophidiidae that was subsequently 
identified as Ophidion smithi, collected in Aug. 2009 in 
Eilat, Israel, Gulf of Aqaba, northern Red Sea. This report 
confirms a previous record without specified locality from 
the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba, and constitutes the 
first record of this species from Israel and its northernmost 
record. The specimen is described in the present paper.

Material and methods

Measurements and counts follow hubbs & laGler (1947). 
The classification follows Fricke et al. (2022b); family author-
ship follows laaN et al. (2014). Abbreviations used: HUJ – 
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel; KU – University 
of  Kansas Natural History Museum and Biodiversity Research 
Center, Division of Ichthyology, Lawrence, Kansas, USA; 
MNHN – Muséum National d‘Histoire naturelle, Systématique 
et Évolution, Laboratoire d‘Ichthyologie Générale et Appliquée, 
Paris, France; SMNS – Staatliches Museum für Naturkunde 
Stuttgart, Stuttgart, Germany; USNM – National Museum of 
Natural History, Washington, DC, USA; SL – standard length.

RESEARCH ARTICLE

The cusk eel Ophidion smithi (Ophidiiformes: Ophidiidae): 
new data and northernmost record from the Gulf of Aqaba
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A b s t r a c t
The cusk eel Ophidion smithi (Fowler, 1934) is recorded from the Gulf of Aqaba, Red Sea, based on a specimen 

collected at Eilat, Israel. This report confirms a previous record from the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba without 
more precise locality information. This also represents the first record of this species from Israel and the northern-
most record of this species.

Key word s: distribution, Israel, new record, Red Sea, Teleostei.

Z u s a m m e n f a s s u n g
Das Bartmännchen Ophidion smithi (Fowler, 1934) wird beschrieben auf Grundlage eines Exemplares, das bei 

Eilat, Israel im Golf von Akaba, Rotes Meer, gesammelt wurde. Hiermit wird ein früherer Fund aus dem Roten 
Meer (und dem Golf von Akaba) ohne genaue Fundortangabe bestätigt.  Letzterer ist zugleich der erste Fund dieser 
Art aus Israel sowie der nördlichste Fund dieser Art.
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Fig. 1. Ophidion smithi (Fowler, 1934). HUJ 21171, 1 specimen, 83.8 mm SL, Israel, Eilat, Dolphin Reef, 29º31′33.14″N 34º56′12.98″E, 
Gulf of Aqaba, Red Sea. Lateral view of freshly collected specimen; scale bar: 1 cm. (Photograph: D. GolaNi)

Fig. 2. Geographical distribution of Ophidion smithi (Fowler, 1934). A. Present record from Gulf of Aqaba, Red Sea. B. Type loca-
lity. C. Other verified records based on the literature and material in collections.
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HUJ 2117
mm % of SL

Standard length  83.8  100
Head length  14.5  17.3
Body depth  ca. 10.7  12.8
Predorsal length  23.3  27.8
Preanal length  32.9  39.3
Prepectoral length  16.7  19.9
Prepelvic length  3.3  3.9
Orbit diameter  5.9  7.0
Preorbital length  3.3  3.9
Interorbital distance  2.0  2.4
Pectoral-fin length  7.0  8.4
Pelvic-fin length  7.8  9.3
Dorsal-fin base length  61.9  73.9
Anal-fin base length  52.2  62.3

Table 1. Ophidion smithi (Fowler, 1934), HUJ 21171. Measurements (mm).

Comparative material. Ophidion barbatum: SMNS 987 (2), 
Italy, Trieste; SMNS 25941 (2), Italy, Venice; SMNS 25942 (1), 
Italy, Venice. Ophidion genyopus: AMS I.45752-001-003 (3), Aus-
tralia, New South Wales, off Gosford. Ophidion rochei: SMNS 
11215 (1), Italy, Giglio Island. Ophidion smithi: KU 36644 (1), 
Somalia; MNHN 1982-0001 (1), Seychelles.

Family Ophidiidae Rafinesque, 1810
Ophidion smithi (Fowler, 1934)

(Figs. 1, 2)

Otophidium smithi Fowler, 1943. Fowler 1934: 508, fig. 52 
(Umgui [= Umgeni, Durban], KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, 
southwestern Indian Ocean).

References: smith (1949: 364); smith (1953: 364); smith 
(1961: 364); smith (1965: 364). Ophidium smithi: coheN & 
NielseN (1978: 16; review); böhlke (1984: 135; holotype at 
ANSP, Philadelphia); NielseN & coheN (1986: 349; KwaZulu-
Natal, South Africa; Red Sea); GoreN & dor (1994: 15; Red 
Sea); raNdall & eGmoNd (1994: 49; Poivre Atoll, Seychelles; 
Gulf of Aqaba without precise location, based on specimen from 
southern Sinai, Egypt); robiNs in NielseN et al. (1999: 40; Red 
Sea to Natal, Seychelles and northwestern coast of Australia; 
questionably distinct from O. genyopus, New South Wales, 
Australia); biJukumar & deepthi (2009: 149; Kerala, India); 
GolaNi & Fricke (2018: 39; Red Sea); NielseN & uibleiN (2022: 
252); ray & mohapatra (2022: 2; Bay of Bengal, India).

Material
HUJ 21171, 1 specimen, 83.8 mm SL, Israel, Eilat, Dolphin 

Reef, 29º31’33.14’’N 34º56’12.98’’E, Gulf of Aqaba, Red Sea, 
9 Aug. 2009.

Description of HUJ 21171
D 108; A 105; P1 15; P2 2. Developed gill rakers 7. 

Measurements (as part of this description): see Table 1. 
Teeth in villiform bands on jaws, upper jaw with 4 trans-

verse rows, with outer row slightly enlarged; patch of 
small villiform teeth on vomer, followed by a band on each 
palatine. Scales absent from top and sides of head. Pelvic 
fin situated below anterior margin of eye.

Colouration (when fresh; see Fig. 1): Head and body 
light brown, cheeks whitish, eyes rose, barbel white; dor-
sal and anal fins white, with a distal black margin; pecto-
ral fins translucent.

Discussion

The characters of the Red Sea ophidiid specimen 
examined well agree with those of Ophidion smithi (for 
references, see above; for measurements and proportions 
of HUJ 21171, see Table. 1), and the morphological charac-
ters are well within the range of previous findings.

robiNs in NielseN et al. (1999: 40) suspected that 
O. smithi might be the same species as O. genyopus, but 
a comparison revealed that O. genyopus has the begin-
ning of the pelvic fin below the middle of the eye, while 
O. smithi has it below the anterior margin of the eye. Pend-
ing further revision of the genus, we meanwhile maintain 
the two species as different.

Ophidium smithi was claimed to occur in northwestern 
Australia by Froese & pauly (2022), based on robiNs in 
NielseN et al. (1999: 40). However, no source was provided 
for this record, and no material from that region could be 
obtained. The record might have been based on a misi-
dentified O. muraenolepis, which has been recorded from 
northwestern Australia. Therefore, the Australian record 
of O. smithi cannot be verified.

Ophidion smithi was originally described by Fowler 
(1934: 508, fig. 52) based on a single specimen from Kwa-
Zulu-Natal, South Africa. The species was subsequently 
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recorded from the Red Sea by NielseN & coheN (1986: 
349), but without reference to a specimen or a specific 
locality. raNdall & eGmoNd (1994: 49) recorded it from 
the Seychelles and the Gulf of Aqaba (without precise 
locality, but based on a specimen from southern Sinai), 
biJukumar & deepthi (2009: 149) from Kerala (India), 
and ray & mohapatra (2022: [4]) from the Bay of  Bengal 
(India). In addition, there is a specimen in the USNM 
collection (USNM 408055) from Myanmar. A specimen 
from Somalia (KU 36644) was previously misidentified as 
Ophidion genyopus (not Ogilby, 1897) in that collection. 
uibleiN et al. (2020) stated several additional localities for 
O. smithi in the Indian Ocean (including Chagos Archipe-
lago, Christmas Island, Cocos Keeling Islands, Comoros, 
Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Iles Éparses/Mozambique Chan-
nel, Indonesia, Jordan, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius, 
Mayotte, Mozambique, Réunion, Saudi Arabia, Singa-
pore, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Tanzania, Thailand, Timor-Leste 
and Yemen) without providing sources, and which there-
fore could not be confirmed.

This new record from North Beach at Eilat, Israel rep-
resents the northermost distribution limit of this species 
so far. Based on confirmed records, Ophidion smithi has 
a wide distribution range in the Indian Ocean from the 
Gulf of Aqaba (Red Sea), East Africa, South Africa and 
the Seychelles east to India and Myanmar (Fig. 2). The 
species is distributed at depths of 0–116 metres. The IUCN 
Red List designated this species to be in the category of 
“Least Concern” (uibleiN et al. 2020).
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