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Abstract - The Genus Nereis L., 1758 (Polychaeta, Nereididae): State 
of the Art for Identification of Mediterranean Species. The existence 
of critical problems in the identification of species within the genus 
Nereis L., 1758 (Annelida Polychaeta: Nereididae) has led to several 
misidentifications within Mediterranean taxa. In the present paper we 
report a discussion on the Mediterranean species, with a re-examina-
tion of specimens collected along the Italian coasts. A redescription of 
each species is provided, pinpointing the diagnostic characters with 
detailed figures for easy identification. Old and recent synonymies are 
also discussed and a key for identification is provided.

Keywords - Nereididae, Nereis, Italian coasts, Mediterranean Sea.

Riassunto - Il genere Nereis L., 1758 (Polychaeta, Nereididae): Stato 
dell’arte per l’identificazione delle specie mediterranee. L’esistenza di 
alcune difficoltà per l’identificazione a livello di specie all’interno del 
genere Nereis L., 1758 (Annelida Polychaeta: Nereididae) ha generato 
varie identificazioni dubbie o sbagliate. Su queste premesse, nel pre-
sente lavoro affrontiamo una discussione sulle specie mediterranee 
del suddetto genere di policheti, basandoci sul riesame degli individui 
raccolti nel corso dei nostri studi lungo le coste italiane. Forniamo una 
ridescrizione di ciascuna specie, corredata di illustrazioni dettagliate 
dei caratteri diagnostici, per facilitare il processo di identificazione, e 
delle relative sinonimie e, infine, presentiamo la chiave dicotomica del 
genere per le specie mediterranee.

Parole Chiave - Nereididae, Nereis, Coste italiane, Mar Mediterraneo.

introDuction

Nereididae Savigny, 1822 is one of the most diverse fam-
ilies of Polychaetes, including 43 genera with currently 
about 535 species described worldwide (Hutchings et 
al. 2000). They are elongate worms easily recognizable 
by the presence of two antennae, two biarticulated 
palps on the prostomium, and an eversible pharynx 
formed by two rings and bearing a pair of jaws. They 
are common in the sea on hard and soft bottoms at all 
depths. Nereidids can also penetrate freshwater and, to 
a limited extent, even terrestrial environments (Pflug-
felder, 1933); they are also commonly found dwelling in 
brackish environments. Some species have a commer-
cial value as bait for recreational fishery (Gambi et al., 

1994) and as food for aquaculture (Olive, 1994). The 
phylogeny of the family has been analyzed by Fitzhugh 
(1987) and Glasby (1991; 1993; 1999), and more recently 
by Bakken and Wilson (2005).
The genus Nereis L., 1758 comprises of about 150 spe-
cies. The main diagnostic characters for the distinction 
of Nereis spp. consist in the armature of the pharynx, 
the shape of the parapodia and the nature and distribu-
tion of chaetae. The pharynx is divided into two rings 
(the basal or oral ring and the maxillary or distal ring); 
each ring is subdivided into areas bearing chitinous 
paragnaths, the arrangement of which is characteristic 
for each species. The fully developed parapodium con-
sists of a dorsal notopodium, with two or three lobes, 
namely the superior, the chaetigerous and the inferior, 
and of a ventral neuropodium, with two lobes, the 
chaetigerous one with a pre- and a post-chaetal lobes 
and the inferior one. The number of the notopodial 
lobes in anterior parapodia and the modifications of 
the superior lobe of the notopodium in posterior para-
podia are important characters for identification. The 
chaetae are typically compound: according to their 
shape they may be either homogomph, with the sym-
metrical shaft-head, and heterogomph, with the distal 
part of the shaft pronounced on one side. The blade of 
the compound chaetae may be falcigerous, short and 
stout with a hooked, or spinigerous, tapered with a 
thin tip. The morphology of the homogomph falciger-
ous chaetae in the posterior notopodia is an important 
diagnostic feature (Bakken et al., 2009).  
According to Çinar (2010) and Coll et al.(2010), the 
species of the genus Nereis hitherto recorded for the 
Mediterranean are: N. funchalensis (Langerhans, 
1880), N. lamellosa Ehlers, 1864, N. pelagica Linnaeus, 
1758, N. perivisceralis Claparède, 1868, N. persica Fau-
vel, 1911, N. pulsatoria (Savigny, 1822), N. rava Ehlers, 
1868, N. splendida Grube, 1840 and N. usticensis Can-
tone et al., 2003. Five of them (Nereis funchalensis, 
Nereis perivisceralis, Nereis persica, Nereis pulsatoria, 
Nereis splendida) are not reported in the check list of  
Italian fauna (Castelli et al., 2008), where four addi-
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tional species are listed: Nereis falsa Quatrefages, 1865, 
Nereis flavipes Ehlers, 1868, Nereis jacksoni Kinberg, 
1866, and Nereis zonata Malmgren, 1867. However, at 
present the status of  N. flavipes  is unaccepted, its be-
ing considered as a synonym for N. zonata.
Variuos critical problems exist in the identification of 
species within the genus, reflecting the variability of the 
distribution of the teeth on the pharynx and the shape 
of some composite chaetae. To settle the confusion 
about the correct identification of species within the ge-
nus Nereis, we examined and re-described the morpho-
logical characteristics of all the species collected along 
the Italian coast, in order to provide features useful for 
easy discrimination between species. The synonymies 
are also reviewed and an annotated list of the species 
currently part of Italian fauna is provided.

MateriaLS anD MethoDS

The examined species of the genus Nereis L., 1758 
preserved in the collections of the Department of Zo-
ology of the University of Salento (Lecce) and of the 
Department of Biology of the University of Rome “Tor 
Vergata”, come from various sites along Italian coast. 
External body structures, as well as jaw apparatus and 
other diagnostic characters of the specimens, have 
been examined under stereomicroscope and optical 
microscope. Drawings were obtained after dissection 
by using the camera lucida. Photos of the main diag-
nostic characters, chetae and pharynx were taken by 
means of a digital camera.

reSuLtS

Genus Nereis Linnaeus, 1758

The specimens of the genus are characterized by a 
prostomium with two antennae and two biarticulated 
palps, and an eversible pharynx with conical chitinous 
paragnaths on both rings. The diagram of the pharyn-
geal areas is shown in ventral and dorsal view in Fig.1a 
and the shape of the midbody parapodium in Fig. 1b. 
The different areas are conventionally marked with 
Roman numbers, areas I-IV are placed in the maxillary 
ring and areas V-VIII in the oral ring. The parapodia 
are biramous. The dorsal ramus (notopodium) bears a 
dorsal cylindrical cirrus and two or three lobes (pre-
chaetal notopodial lobe present or absent), plus the 
acicular process. The ventral ramus (neuropodium) 
bears two lobes plus the acicular process, and a ventral 
cirrus. Notochaetae include homogomph spinigerous 
and falcigerous chaetae, with the latter present only in 
median and posterior chaetigers in low number; neu-
rochaetae include homo- and heterogomph spinigers 
and heterogomph falcigers.

Type species Nereis pelagica Linnaeus, 1758

Nereis pelagica Linnaeus, 1758. Augener, 1933: 245. 
Hartmann-Schröder, 1962: 406-407. Imajima, 1972: 
142-146, figs. 48-49. Wu et al. 1985: 120-123, figs. 67-
68. Chambers & Garwood 1992: 38-39, fig. 45. de 
Léon-González et al., 1999: 676. Hartmann-Schröder, 
1996: 197-199, fig. 86a-f.
A redescription on the species is available in several 
papers (Hilbig, 1994; Imajima, 2003; Jirkov, 2001; 
Viéitez et al., 2004). In Fig 1c the paragnath arrange-
ment is shown according to Bakken (2004) and Viéitez 
et al. (2004). Oral ring of pharynx with area V = 0 
paragnaths; area VI = 4-5 large conical paragnaths in 
a circle; areas VII - VIII= irregular rows of conical 
paragnaths arranged in a mixture of large and small 
paragnaths (Fig.1c). Parapodia with two subequal no-
topodial lobes and a long dorsal cirrus, two neuropo-
dial lobes, one of which as long as the acicular process, 
longe ventral cirrus mostly in the posterior parapodia 
(Fig. 1d). Notochaetae of posterior parapodia include 
homogomph spinigers and a single falcigers with a 
short, smooth blade (Fig 1e, f). Size up to 100 mm.
Nereis pelagica has been reported living among mac-
roalgae from mesolittoral to circalittoral bottoms. It is 
considered cosmopolitan and a number of sub-species 
have been described (Hartman, 1959). In the Mediter-
ranean the species is reported from the French (Bel-
lan, 1964) and Iberian coasts (Campoy, 1982; Viéitez 
et al., 2004), as well as from the Italian coast (Castelli 
et al., 2008).

Nereis zonata Malmgren, 1867

Nereis zonata Malmgren, 1867; Fauvel, 1923; Augener, 
1933; Chambers & Garwood, 1992.
Nereis pulsatoria Savigny, 1822; Viéitez et al., (2004), 
here referred to synonym.
Material examined: Adriatic Sea Costa Merlata 1 m 5 
spec.; Otranto 1 m  4 spec.; Torre Mileto 1m 4 spec.;  
Tyrrhenian Sea Isola di Pianosa, 3 m 12 spec.; Ischia 
Porto 1 m 44 spec.; Civitavecchia 1m 163 spec.; Pon-
tine Islands 10-20m 28 spec.; Fregene artificial reef 
14m 15 spec., Isola del Giglio 5-53m 25 spec.
A redescription of this species has been presented in 
several papers (Imajima, 2003; Jirkov, 2001; Bakkenet 
al., 2009). In our specimens paragnaths are arranged 
in the oral ring in the following way: area VI = 9-11 
small conical paragnaths, area V = 0, areas VII-VIII 
= a single anterior row of large paragnaths plus two-
three rows of small paragnaths (Fig. 2a, b, c). Anterior 
parapodia with two equal notopodial lobes and a long 
dorsal cirrus, two neuropodial lobes, one of which 
as long as the acicular process, posterior parapodia 
similar to the anterior ones (Fig. 2d). At the midbody 
and posterior parapodia one or few notochaetae ho-
mogomph falcigers with smooth or slightly serrated 
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Fig. 1 - a) areas of the pharynx dorsal and ventral views; b) scheme of a parapodium; Nereis pelagica c) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx; 
d) parapodium; e) heterogomph falciger; f) homogomph falciger.
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Fig. 2 - Nereis zonata a) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx b) photo showing the anterior end dorsal view; c) photo showing the anterior 
end ventral view; d) parapodium from last segments; e-f) photos of homogomph falcigers; g) drawing of homogomph falciger in frontal view; h) 
homogomph falciger in lateral view.
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Fig. 3 - Different shape of chaetal blade from different autors: Nereis pelagica a) from Fauvel (1923); b) Vieitez et al. (2004); d) Bakken (2004); 
Jirkov (2001).Nereis zonata e) Fauvel (1923); f) Jirkov (2001); g) material from the present paper.
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blades (Fig 2e, f, g, h) are present. The size is up to 100 
mm for 80-90 chaetigers.
Nereis zonata was found living on detritic bottoms, 
among algae and in Posidonia beds. This species has 
a wide distribution (type locality: Spitsbergen, Green-
land) and commonly occurred along the Mediterra-
nean and Italian coasts (Fauvel, 1923; Bellan, 1964; 
Campoy, 1982; Castelli et al., 2008).
Nereis zonata is morphologically very similar to N. pe-
lagica. In fact they were grouped together in the parsi-
mony analysis by Bakken (2004). However, some dif-
ferences between the two species are noticeable in the 
shape of the blade of the notopodial homogomph fal-
cigerous chaetae and in the disposition of paragnaths 
in the oral ring areas. The variability of chaetal shape 
of both species is reported in Fig 3 (N. pelagica  Fig 3 
a,b,c,d; N. zonata Fig. 3 e,f,g) following descriptions by 
different authors. In the specimens examined in this 
work, the homogomph falciger chaetae correspond to 
those reported by Fauvel (1923).
Viéitez et al.(2004) considered N. pulsatoria Savigny, 
1822 as synonym of N. zonata, but chaetal shape re-
ported by these authors is very different from that of 
N. zonata. Moreover, no type material was examined by 
the authors. Nor is any figure of paragnath arrangement 
available in the original description of N. pulsatoria.

Nereis perivisceralis Claparède, 1868

Nereis zonata x rava Amoureux, 1976; N. splendida 
Fauvel, 1923.
Material examined: Tyrrhenian Sea Isola dell’Asinara 
Sardinia 3m 15 spec.; Isola del Giglio  35m 3 spec. 
Adriatic Sea, Torre Mileto 20m 26 spec. 
A re-description of the species has been presented in 
Viéitez et al. (2004). Our material agrees with this de-
scription, having a prostomium with very short anten-
nae (Fig. 4b), paragnath arrangement in the oral ring 
as follows: area V = 0,area VI = patch of 8-10 small 
conical paragnaths, areas VII-VIII = a single row of 
paragnaths (Fig. 4a, b, c). Anterior and posterior para-
podia with dorsal sharpened lobes and a reduced 
neuropodial lobe (Fig 4c). Notopodial superior lobes 
progressively reduced from anterior to posterior para-
podia. Homogomph falcigerous notochaetae at me-
dian and posterior parapodia have few serrated teeth 
at the base (Fig 4 e, f, g). The size is about 20 mm for 
70 chaetigers.
This species inhabits photophilous as well as sciaph-
ilous environments from meso- to circalittoral, with  
various hydrodynamic degrees on hard bottom with 
algae and bryozoans and soft bottoms with coarse sed-
iments. We found N. perivisceralis also on Sabellaria 
spinulosa bioconstruction at shallow depths. The spe-
cies is distributed in the North Atlantic and the Medi-
terranean sea with the Gulf of Naples as type  locality. 

Nereis persica Fauvel, 1911

Nereis zonata persica; Fauvel, 1923

Nereis persica; Day, 1967; Ben-Eliahu, 1972

This species was described as a variety of N. zonata 
by Fauvel (1911). Figures of this species were rear-
ranged from Cantone et al. (2003) and Day (1967). 
Oral ring of pharynx with area V = 0, area VI = a 
cluster of 6-11 paraganths, areas VII and VIII = 
one anterior row of large paragnaths and two-three 
rows of small paragnaths (Fig. 5a). Anterior para-
podia with notopodial sharpened lobes which be-
came smaller and slender in the posterior parapodia. 
From midbody to posterior segments homogomph 
falcigerous notochaetae have blades with two-three 
blunt teeth (Fig. 5b).
This species was previously reported from the In-
dian Ocean, Pacific Ocean, Red Sea, Suez Canal and 
Mediterranean, with Persian Gulf as the type local-
ity (Day 1967). In the Mediterranean, it was reported 
from the Israeli and Turkey coasts (Ben-Eliahu, 
1972; Çinar, 2010) and it is considered an introduced 
species. 

Nereis funchalensis (Langerhans, 1880)

Nereis maroccensis Amoureux, 1976

Nereis persica Fresi et al., 1984

Nereis jacksoni Kinberg, 1865; San Martin et al., 1982

More than two hundred specimens of this species were 
collected together with N. zonata, on the hard bottom 
of the harbour of Ischia Island in the Tyrrhenian Sea 
at 1 m depth (Fresi et al., 1984), their being dubiously 
ascribed to the species N. persica. The careful re-ex-
amination of original figures of chaetae and parag-
nath arrangement of pharynx (here showed in Fig. 5 
c, e,f), which correspond well to the description of 
this taxon available in Viéitez et al. (2004) and Bakken 
and Wilson (2005), made it possible to attribute such 
specimens to the species N. funchalensis. This species 
has paragnath arrangement of the oral ring with areas 
V and VI and VII-VIII placed in a almost continu-
ous band of small teeth (Fig. 5c), and parapodia with 
rounded notopodial and neuropodial lobes (Fig. 5d). 
Homogomph falcigers notochaetae with two-three 
blunt teeth,(Fig. 5e) present from midbody to posterior 
segments. Posterior heterogomph notochaetae with 
very short blade (Fig. 5f). 
The species is distributed in Eastern tropical and sub-
tropical Atlantic ocean and Mediterranean sea, with 
type locality Madeira. It is frequently found on mid-
littoral and sublittoral hard bottom with photophilous 
algae as well as sciaphilous habitat among sponges, 
corals and calcareous algae.
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Fig. 4 - Nereis perivisceralis a) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx b) photo showing the anterior end dorsal view; c) photo showing the an-
terior end ventral view; d) parapodium from last segments; e) photo of homogomph falciger; f) drawing of homogomph falciger in frontal view; 
g) homogomph falcigers in lateral view.
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Fig. 5 - Nereis persica a) pharynx dorsal and ventral views; b) homogomph falciger in lateral view; Nereis funchalensis c) pharynx dorsal and 
ventral views; d) parapodium from last segments; e) homogomph falciger in lateral view; f) heterogomph falcigers from last segments.
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Nereis jacksoni Kingberg, 1865 
Material examined: Adriatic Sea Otranto 15m 20 
spec.; Tyrrhenian Sea Civitavecchia 1m 10 spec.
Small species measuring 30 mm for 70 chaetigers (Fig 
6a). Paragnath arrangement of oral ring: area V = 0, 
area VI= a cluster of three small paragnaths, areas VII-
VIII = a single row of small paragnaths (Fig. 6b). Ante-
rior parapodia with two lobes, the superior of which is 
smaller and even smaller in posterior parapodia. One-
two stout falcigers with two-three large teeth on the 
blade in median and posterior notopodia (Fig 6c, d). 
Posterior heterogomph falcigers with slightly curved 
blades (Fig. 6c). 
The species is circumtropically distributed in the In-
do-West-Pacific ocean, with type locality New South 
Wales (Australia). It was reported several times from 
the Mediterranean Sea (Harmelin, 1964; Amoureux 
et al., 1980; Sardà, 1984; Somaschini, 1988; Gian-
grande, 1988), it is considered an introduced species 
and Amoureux et al. (1980) hypothesized its migration 
through the Suez Canal.

Nereis usticensis Cantone et al., 2003

Material examined: Isole Egadi 15 m 3 spec.; Adriatic 
Sea Torre Guaceto  5m, 2 spec.
This species was recently described from the Ital-
ian coast (Island of Ustica, Sicily) on the basis of 
distinctive characters in the pharynx and chaetae. 
Our specimens have a prostomium with very short 
antennae (Fig. 7 b,d). The pharynx has maxil-
lary ring characterized by the absence of dorsal 
paragnaths; oral ring with area V = 0, area VI = 
an oblique row of 5 large conical paragnaths, areas 
VII-VIII = a single row of large paragnaths (Fig. 7a, 
b). Homogomph falcigerous notochaetae with blade 
present from midbody to the posterior parapodia, 
characterized by three-four blunt teeth and a stout 
shaft-head (Fig. 7 e, g). The heterogomph falcigers 
of the neuropodium of the posterior parapodia have 
a very short blade (Fig 7 f) Size 20 mm for about 
35-40 chaetigers. 
The species is endemic to the Mediterranean.

Nereis rava Ehlers, 1864

Material examined: Tyrrhenian Sea, Isola dell’Asi-
nara Sardinia 15m 12 spec.,  Isola di Pianosa  3m 7 
spec. Isola del Giglio 5-35m 22 spec.; Pontine  Islands 
10-30 m 42 spec., Isole Egadi 15 m 15 spec.; Adriatic 
Sea Apulian coasts (Brindisi) 44 spec.  Croazia 31-
37m 4 spec. Pharynx oral ring with area V = 0,area 
VI = 3-5 small conical paragnaths, areas VII-VIII = 
a single row of large paragnaths (Fig. 8a). Parapodia 
biramous with two sharpened conical notopodial 
lobes; neuropodial chetigerous lobes shorter than 

neuropodial lobes and inferior narrow lobe not ex-
ceeding the chetigerous lobes (Fig. 8b). Homogomph 
falcigerous notochaetae (Fig. 8 c, d) from median to 
posterior parapodia, bearing a finely serrate blade 
with a blunt, slightly hooked end. N. rava is also eas-
ily distinguished by its characteristic coloration with 
dorsal brown bands (Fig 8e). Its size is up to 30 mm 
for 80 chaetigers.
The species is distributed in the north-tropical West 
Atlantic and in the Mediterranean Sea (Bellan, 1964; 
Fresi et al., 1984; Abbiati et al., 1987). It is an eury-
bathic species, widely distributed in hard sciaphilous 
habitats from meso- to circalittoral, in Posidonia beds, 
coralligenous bottoms and in vegetated sheltered bi-
otopes such as harbours as a fouling assemblages com-
ponent. 

Nereis falsa Quatrefages, 1866

Nereis splendida Grube, 1840; Viéitez et al., 2004

Material examined from the Adriatic Sea Torre Mileto 
1m; Tyrrhenian Sea Civitavecchia 0.5 m, 138 speci-
mens, Fregene 12-14 m 20 spec., Pontine Islands 20-30 
m 10 spec. 
The paragnaths are arranged in the oral ring as fol-
lows: area V = 0,area VI = 3in a wedge or 4 in a square, 
areas VII-VIII = 2-3 irregular rows of large subequal 
paragnaths; in the maxillary ring area I = 1-3 in line, 
area II = two oblique rows of paragnaths, area III = an 
oval patch, area IV = a wedge of more than paragnaths 
(Fig. 9a, b, c). Parapodia with two subequal notopodial 
lobes rounded in the anterior parapodia and conical 
in the posterior ones; neuropodium with two conical 
lobes and a prominent inferior lobe (Fig. 9d). Posterior 
notochaetae include one homogomph falciger charac-
terized by a fairly long and finely serrated blade with a 
knobbed tip attached back by a tendon (Fig 9e, f). The 
size is 60 mm for 90 chetigers.
The diagnostic characters of N. falsa correspond to 
those reported for N. splendida Grube, 1840 by Viéitez 
et al. (2004).
Nereis falsa is widely distributed in the Atlantic and 
the Indo-Pacific oceans from high to tropical lat-
itudes and in the Mediterranean Sea, with North 
Adriatic as type locality. It has been frequently 
recorded along the Italian coast (Giangrande, 1988; 
Somaschini, 1988; Ardizzone et al., 1989). This spe-
cies is common on rocky substrates with algae, mus-
sels and calcareous bioconstructions, from meso- to 
circalittoral bottoms, both in photophilous and sci-
aphilous habitats. We collected many specimens of 
N. falsa on Sabellaria spinulosa reefs, while Viéitez 
et al. (2004) reported N. splendida among Sabellaria 
alveolata reefs.
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Fig. 6 - Nereis jacksoni a) entire worm; b) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx; c) drawing of homogomph falciger in lateral view and het-
erogomph falciger from last segments; d) photo of homogomph falciger in lateral view.
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Fig. 7 - Nereis usticensis a) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx; b) anterior end ventral view; c) parapodium from last segments; d) anterior 
end dorsal view; f) heterogomph falciger from last segments; e) photos of homogomph falciger in lateral view; g) drawing of homogomph falciger 
in lateral view.
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Fig. 8 - Nereis rava a) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx; b) parapodium from last segments; c) drawing of homogomph falciger in lateral 
view; d) photo of homogomph falciger in lateral view; e) anterior end dorsal view.
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Fig. 9 - Nereis falsa a) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx; b) photo showing the anterior end dorsal view; c) photo showing the anterior end 
ventral view; d) parapodium from last segments; e) photo of homogomph falcigers; f) drawing of homogomph falciger in lateral view.
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Nereis lamellosa Ehlers, 1864

Material examined from the Adriatic Sea Croazia 31-37 
m 14 spec.; Apulian coasts (Brindisi) 10-20 m 4 spec..
Oral ring of the pharynx with area V = 0, area VI = 
group of small conical paragnaths, areas VII and VIII 
= a row of large paragnaths plus irregular rows of small 
paragnaths (Fig. 10 a, c, d). Anterior parapodia with 
three notopodial lobes; from the midbody to the pos-
terior parapodia the intermediate lobe decreases and 
then is lost, while the superior lobe becomes expanded 
and lamellate bearing the dorsal short cirrus in a notch 
near its end (Fig. 10b). Notochaetae homogomph in-
cluding falcigers in middle and posterior parapodia, 
with elongate and lightly serrate blade tapered with a 
hooked end, (Fig. 10 e, f). Size 40 mm for about 70 
chaetigers.
This species is a common inhabitant of soft bottom 
along the Italian coast (Cantone et al., 2003); it is also 
distributed in the north-western and eastern Atlantic 
ocean, along the South Africa coast and in the Pacific 
ocean (California) (Campoy, 1982).

concLuDinG reMarKS

In light of the available data, in the Mediterranean sea 
the genus Nereis comprises at least 10 species: namely, 
N. pelagica L., 1761, N. zonata Malmgren, 1867, N. pe-
rivisceralis Claparède, 1868, N. persica Fauvel, 1911, 
N. funchalensis (Langerhans, 1880), N. jacksoni Kin-
berg, 1865;, N. usticensis Cantone et al., 2003, N. rava 
Ehlers,1864, N. falsa Quatrefages, 1866 and N. lamel-
losa Ehlers, 1864. Excluding N. persica, all species have 
been recorded along the Italian coasts.
Nereis spp. can be distinguished according to the 
characters mentioned above and grouped especially 
according to the shape of the posterior homogomph 
falcigerous chaetae. A first group includes the species 
characterized by homogomph falcigers with short 
and smooth or slightly serrated blade. They are N. 
pelagica, N. perivisceralis and N.zonata. As regards N. 
pelagica, some discrepancies refer to the description 
of chaetal shape by various authors. According the 
variability of the blade of the falcigerous homogomph 
chaetae reported by various authors (Fig. 2 a, b, c, 
d), probably the taxon was confused with N. zonata, 
at least for the specimens whose teeth arrangement 
cannot be clearly examined. Although N. pelagica has 
been cited by several authors in the Mediterranean 
Sea (Bellan, 1964), we have never found this taxon in 
our own studies and in our opinion N. zonata should 
be considered the most abundant species of the ge-
nus Nereis in hard bottom assemblages along the Ital-
ian coasts. 
N.zonata, clearly described by various authors (Fau-
vel, 1923; Campoy, 1982), is commonly found on hard 

substrates in the Western Mediterranean Sea (Bel-
lan, 1969; Fresi et al., 1984; Giangrande, 1988; Ab-
biati et al., 1991). On the other hand, it was recently 
considered as synonymous with with N. pulsatoria by 
Viéitez et al. (2004). However, no type material was 
examined by these authors nor was mention made of 
the original description of N. pulsatoria. In addition, 
some discrepancies between the text description and 
the figures of the rings of the pharynx emerged. The 
authors reported one anterior row of large teeth fol-
lowed by irregular rows of smaller ones in the de-
scription of the oral ring, while the anterior row of 
large teeth is lacking in the figure. In fact a high vari-
ability in number of paragnath rows, as well as parag-
nath size, exists in particular in the ventral part of 
the oral ring of N.zonata according to the size of the 
organism. At present N. pulsatoria (Savigny, 1822) is 
considered an accepted taxon with a North Atlantic 
distribution, while N. pulsatoria Audoin and Milne 
Edwards, 1834 is reported as an unaccepted taxon 
and considered to be synonymous with N. zonata 
(Read and Fauchald, 2014). In our opinion the taxo-
nomic status of N. pulsatoria, as well as its presence 
in the Mediterranean sea, remain dubious; moreover, 
we do not agree in considering N. zonata as synony-
mous with N. pulsatoria, because their chaetal shape 
is very different. Therefore, for the reasons men-
tioned above, the latter species is not considered in 
the present paper.
The other species belonging to the first group is N. 
perivisceralis, whose diagnostic feature consists in the 
notopodial homogomph falcigers having straight elon-
gated blades clearly serrated near the base. N. perivis-
ceralis has long been a neglected taxon; only recently 
has it been reported by Viéitez et al. (2004) as frequent 
in photophilous and sciaphilous algal communities 
from intertidal to circalittoral biotopes. Probably in 
the past this species was confused with N. zonata, 
due to strong similarities in the chaetal shape. On the 
other hand, the species is clearly identifiable by high-
lighting the typical spines near the base of the blade 
and the different arrangement of the paragnaths on 
the oral ring. However, concerning this last feature, in 
very few specimens of N. perivisceralis did we observe 
a second line of very small paragnaths on oral ring, as 
in the case of N.zonata.
The second group includes the species characterized 
by the presence of few large, blunt teeth on the blade 
of the notopodial falcigers. They are Nereis persica, 
N. funchalensis, N. jacksoni and N. usticensis. Un-
fortunately some difficulties remain in the identifi-
cation of these species, due to the variability in size 
and number of the teeth on the blade of the falcigers. 
Therefore, within this group of species, the main di-
agnostic character for the identification of the species 
is the arrangement of paragnaths on the oral ring. 
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Fig. 10 - Nereis lamellosa a) dorsal and ventral views of the pharynx; b) photo showing the anterior end ventral view; c) photo showing the an-
terior end dorsal view; d) parapodium from last segments; e) photo of homogomph falcigers; f) drawing of homogomph falciger in lateral view.
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However, N. persica shows a paragnath arrangement 
similar to N. zonata, and can be distinguished in the 
shape of notopodial falcigers with large teeth on the 
blade. At present this species is not reported for the 
Italian fauna (Castelli et al., 2008), its being a Lessep-
sian migrant confined to the Eastern Mediterranean 
Sea (Ben-Eliahu, 1972; Çinar, 2010).
Nereis funchalensis was a neglected taxon. However, 
Vieitez, et al. (2004), reporting this species from the 
Mediterranean Iberian coasts, underlined the con-
fusion about the identification of N. jacksoni and N. 
funchalensis, stating that the Mediterranean reports of 
juveniles of N. jacksoni should be referred to as N. fun-
chalensis. According to these authors the finding of N. 
jacksoni by San Martin et al. (1982) should be referred 
to as N. funchalensis. However, the two taxa show ev-
ident differences in the paragnath arrangements and 
in the shape and dimension of the blades of the ho-
mogomph and heterogomph falcigers (Figg. 5e, 5f, 6c). 
Finally, the species N. usticensis is a very peculiar form 
endemic to the Mediterranean for the absence of dor-
sal paragnaths on the maxillary ring.
The third group embraces the species easily marked by 
the typical homogomph falcigers with finely serrated 
and hooked blunt-ended blades. In this group, the 
species N. falsa is easily distinguishable for its falcigers 
with the ends bent and attached by a ligament.
Viéitez et al. (2004) considered N. splendida Grube, 
1840 in synonymy with N. falsa. However,, in this case 
also, these authors did not mention any examination of 
type material and made no comparison with N. falsa. 
Moreover, in the literature there is reported Nereis 
splendida Blainville, 1825, although this taxon, being 
homonimous of N.splendida Grube, 1840, would au-
tomatically invalidate Grube’ taxon. For these reasons 
we confirm the presence of N. falsa along the Italian 
coasts and in the Mediterranean Sea.
Nereis lamellosa is easily distinguishable by the an-
terior notopodia with three lobes and the large and 
lamellate superior lobes of the posterior parapodia 
bearing a short dorsal cirrus in a terminal notch. This 
species, characterized by such a feature of the poste-
rior notopodia, is the only species of the genus Nereis 
which typically dwells in soft-bottom biotopes of the 
Mediterranean Sea.
Finally, no doubt exists over the identification of N. 
rava, included in this group of species, since it is char-
acterized  by VII and VIII areas of the pharynx bear-
ing a single row of paragnaths. However, juveniles of 
N.zonata and N.pelagica canalso have only one well-de-
fined row of paragnaths in the ventral part of the oral 
ring; in this case the examination of the blades of ho-
mogomph falcigers solves the problem. This taxon is 
one of the most abundant Nereis species in sciaphilous 
Mediterranean hard bottom environments.

Key to Mediterranean Nereis species

1a Posterior homogomph falcigers characterized by 
a fairly long and finely serrate blade ................... 2

b Posterior homogomph falcigers with short un-
identate or multidentate blade ............................. 4

2a Superior lobe of last parapodia expanded and 
lamellate bearing the dorsal short cirrus in a 
notch near its end ......................... Nereis lamellosa

b Posterior parapodia with not highly developed 
superior lobe ............................................................. 3

3a Blade of the homogomph falcigers with a blunt 
slightly hooked end .............................. Nereis rava

b serrate blade with a knobbed tip having a well 
marked tendon tip ................................ Nereis falsa

4 a posterior homogomph falcigers unidentate ...... 5

 posterior homogomph falcigers multidentate .. 7
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5a Homogomph falcigerous with few serrated teeth 
at the base .............................. Nereis perivisceralis

b Homogomph falcigerous notochaetae without 
teeth at the base ....................................................... 6

6a area VI of the pharynx with 4-5 large conical 
paragnaths in a circle ...................... Nereis pelagica

b area VI of the pharynx with 9-11 small conical 
paragnaths ........................................... Nereis zonata

7a Homogomph falcigers notochaetae with two large 
teeth plus a smaller one ......................................... 8

b Homogomph falcigers notochaetae with three-
four teeth of similar size ........................................ 9

8a areas VII-VIII of the pharynx  with a single row 
of small paragnaths ........................ Nereis jacksoni

b areas VII and VIII of the pharynx with one ante-
rior row of large paragnaths and two-three rows 
of small paragnaths .......................... Nereis persica

9a areas V and VI and VII-VIII with an almost con-
tinuous band of small teeth ... Nereis funchalensis

b areas VII-VIII with a single row of large parag-
naths ................................................. Nereis usticensis

REFERENCES

aBBiati M., Bianchi c.n., caSteLLi A., 1987. Polychaete vertical 
zonation along  a littoral cliff in the Western Mediterranean. 
Marine Ecology 8(1): 33-48.

aBBiati M., Bianchi c.n., caSteLLi a., GianGranDe a., LarDic-
ci a., 1991. Distribution of Polychaetes on Hard Substrates of 
the Midlittoral-Infralittoral Transition Zone, Western Medi-
terranean. Ophelia 5 (Suppl.): 421-432.

aMoureux L., 1976. Une intéressante collection de Néréidiens 
(Annélides Polychètes) des côtes marocaines du détroit de 
Gibraltar. Nereis moroccensis, espèce nouvelle pour la science. 
Bulletin du Muséum National d’ Histoire Naturelle 3°série 370: 
337-349.

aMoureux L., joSeF G., o’connor B., 1980. Annélides poly-
chètes de l’Éponge Fasciospongia cavernosa Schmidt. Cahiers 
de Biologie Marine 21: 387-392.

arDizzone G.D., GraVina M.F., BeLLuScio A., 1989. Temporal 
development of epibenthic communities on artificial reefs 
in the Central Mediterranean Sea. Bulletin of MarineScience 
44(2): 592-608.

auGener h., 1933. Polychaeten aus den Zoologischen Museen von 
Leiden und Amsterdam. Zoologische Mededeelingen s’Rijks 
Museum van Natuurlijke Histoire Leiden 15: 177-260.

BaKKen T., 2004. Revision of Nereidinae (Polychaeta, Nereididae). 
Dr. scient. Thesis. Section of Natural History Norwegian Uni-
versity of Science and Technology Trondheim.

BaKKen t., GLaSBy c.j.,WiLSon r.S., 2009. A review of paragnath 
morphology in Nereididae (Polychaeta). Zoosymposia 2: 305-
316.

BaKKen t., WiLSon r. S., 2005. Phylogeny of nereidids (Polycha-
eta, Nereididae) with paragnaths. Zoologica Scripta 34(5): 507-
547.

BeLLan G., 1964. Contribution à l’étude systématique, bionomi-
que et écologique des Anneélides Polychètes de la Méditer-
ranée. Thèses Université d’Aix-Marseille. 317 pp.

BeLLan G., 1969. Polychètes des horizon superieurs de l’étage in-
fralittoral rocheux dans la region provencale. Tethys 1: 349-
366.

Ben-eLiahu M.N., 1972. Polychaeta Errantia of the Suez Canal, 
Israel Journal of Zoology 24: 54-70.

caMPoy a., 1982. Fauna de Anelidos Poliquetos de la Peninsula 
Iberica. EUNSA, Univ. Navarra S.A., Pamplona 7(2): 781 pp.

cantone G., cataLano D., BaDaLaMenti F., 2003. A new species 
of Nereididae (Annelida Polychaeta) from the Island of Ustica 
(northern Sicily, Italy). Marine Life 11(1-2):11-16.

caSteLLi a., Bianchi c.n., cantone G., cinar M.e., GaMBi 
M.c., GianGranDe a., iraci Sareri D., Lanera, P. Licciano 
M., MuSco L., SanFiLiPPo r., SiMonini r., 2008. Annelida 
Polychaeta. Checklist della flora e della fauna dei mari italiani. 
Biologia Marina  Mediterranea 15 (suppl.): 323-373.

chaMBerS S., GarWooD P., 1992. Polychaetes from Scottish wa-
ters. A guide to identification: Part 3 Family Nereidae. Royal 
Scottish Museum Studies: 1-73.

cinar M.e., 2010. Check-list of polychaetes (Annelida: Polychae-
ta) in the Sea of Marmara and Turkish straits. “Marmara Deni-
zi 2010” Sempozyumu: 25-26 Eylul 2010, Ġstanbul



164 M.F. GRAVINA, M. LEZZI, A. BONIFAZI, A. GIANGRANDE

coLL M., PiroDDi c., SteenBeeK j., KaSchner K., Ben raiS 
LaSraM F., 2010. The Biodiversity of the Mediterranean Sea: 
Estimates, Patterns, and Threats. PLoS ONE 5(8): e11842. 
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0011842.

Day j.h., 1967. Polychaetes of southern Africa, Part 1: Errantia, 
British Museum (Natural History), London. 878 pp.

De León-GonzáLez j.a., SoLíS-WeiSS V., riVera V.o., 1999. 
Nereidids (Polychaeta) from the Caribbean Sea and adjacent 
Coral Islands of the southern Gulf of Mexico. Proceedings of  
Biological Society of  Washington 112(4): 667-681.

FauVeL P., 1911. Annélides Polychètes du Golfe Persique recueil-
lies par M. M. Bogoyawlewsky. Archives de Zoologie Expéri-
mentale et Génerale Ser. 5 6: 353-439.

FauVeL P., 1923. Polychètes Errantes. Faune de France, 5. Librairie 
de la Faculté des Sciences, Paris. 488 pp.

FitzhuGh K., 1987. Phylogenetic relationships within the Nereidi-
dae (Polychaeta): implications at the subfamily level. Bulletin 
of Biological Society of Washington 7: 174-183.

FreSi e., coLoGnoLa r., GaMBi M.c., GianGranDe a., Scar-
Di M., 1984. Ricerche sui popolamenti bentonici di substrato 
duro del porto di Ischia: Infralitorale fotofilo: Policheti. Ca-
hiers de Biologie Marine 25: 33-47.

GaMBi M.c., caSteLLi a., GianGranDe a., Lanera P., PreVe-
DeLLi D., zunareLLi-VanDini r., 1994. Polychetes of commer-
cial and applied interest in Italy: an overview. Mémoires du 
Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle 162: 593-603. 

GianGranDe a., 1988. Polychaete zonation and its relation to 
algal distribution down vertical cliff in the western Mediter-
ranean (Italy): a structural analysis. Journal of Experimental 
Marine Biology and Ecology 120: 263-276.

GLaSBy C.J., 1991. Phylogenetic relationships in the Nereididae 
(Annelida: Polychaeta), chiefly in the subfamily Gymnonerei-
dinae, and the monophyly of the Namanereidinae. Bulletin of  
Marine Science 48: 559-573.

GLaSBy C.J., 1993. Family revision and cladistic analysis of the Ne-
reidoidea (Polychaeta: Phyllodocida). Invertebrate Taxonomy 
7: 1551-1573.

GLaSBy C.J., 1999. The Namanereidinae (Polychaeta: Nereididae). 
Part 1, taxonomy and phylogeny. Records of the Australian Mu-
seum 25 (Supplement): 1-129.

GruBe A.E., 1840. Actinien, Echinodermen und Wurmen des 
Adriatischen und Mittelmeers, nsch eigenen sammlungen be-
schrieben. Bon. Königsberg, 92 pp.

harMeLin J.G., 1964. Étude de l’endofaune des “mattes” d’her-
biers de Posidionia oceanica Delile. Recueil des Travaux de la  
Station Marine d’ Endoume. 35 (51): 43-105.

hartMan O., 1959. Capitellidae and Nereidae (marine annelids) 
from the gulf side of Florida, with a review of freshwater Ne-
reidae. Bulletin of Marine Science of the Gulf and Caribbean 9: 
153-168.

hartMann-SchröDer G., 1962. Zur Kenntnis der Nereiden Chi-
les (Polychaeta errantia), mit Beschreibung epitoker Stadien 
einiger Arten und der Jugendentwicklung von Perinereis val-
lata (Grube). Zoologischer Anzeiger 168: 389-441, 47 figures.

hartMann-SchröDer G., 1996. Annelida, Borstenwürmer, Poly-
chaeta. Jena: Gustav Fischer.

hiLBiG B., 1994. Family Nereididae Johnston, 1845. Pages 301-
327. In: Blake J.A., Hilbig B., Taxonomic Atlas of the Benthic 
Fauna of the Santa Maria Basin and Western Santa Barbara 
Channel. 4 - The Annelida Part 1. Oligochaeta and Polycha-
eta: Phyllodocida (Phyllodocidae to Paralacydoniidae). Santa 
Barbara Museum of Natural History. Santa Barbara.

hutchinGS P.a., WiLSon r.S., GLaSBy c.j., Paxton h., WatSon 
ruSSeLL c., 2000. Appendix 1. In: Beesley P.L., Ross G.J.B., 
Glasby C.J., Polychaetes and Allies: the Southern Synthesis. 
Melbourne: CSIRO Publishing:242-243.

iMajiMa M., 1972. Review of the annelid worms of the family 
Nereidae of Japan, with descriptions of five new species or 
subspecies. Bulletin of Natural Science Museum of Tokyo 15: 
37-153.

iMajiMa M., 2003. Polychaetous Annelids from Sagami Bay and 
Sagami Sea collected by the Emperor Showa of Japan and 
deposited at the Showa Memorial Institute, National Science 
Museum, Tokyo (II), Orders included within the Phyllodoci-
da, Amphinomida, Spintherida and Enicida. Natural Science 
Museum Monographs 23: 1-221.

jirKoV I.A., 2001. [Polychaeta of the Arctic Ocean] Polikhety se-
vernogo Ledovitogo Okeana. Moskva, Yanus-K. 1-632.

oLiVe P.J.W., 1994. Polychaeta as a world resource: a review of 
pattern of exploitation as sea angling baits and the potential 
for aquaculture based production. In: Dauvin J.C., Laubier L. 
& Reish D.J. (Eds), Actes de la 4ème Conferénce international 
des Polychètes. Mémoires du Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle 162: 
603-610.

PFLuGFeLDer O., 1933. Landpolychaeten aus Niederländisch-In-
dien. (Ergebnisse der Sunda-Expedition der Notgemeinschaft 
der Deutschen Wissenschaft 1929/30). Zoologischer Anzeiger 
105(3/4): 65-76.

reaD G., FauchaLD K., 2014. World Polychaeta database. Ac-
cessed through: World Register of Marine Species at http://
www.marinespecies.org/aphia.php?p=taxdetails&id=339320 
on 2014-12-18.

San Martìn G., acero M.i., contonente M., GòMez j.j., 1982. 
Una colecciòn de Anélidos Poliquetos de las costas mediter-
ràneas andalusa. Actas II Simposio Ibérico de Estudios de Ben-
tos Marinos, Barcelona 3: 171-182.

SarDà R., 1984. Contribuciòn al conocimiento de los Anélidos 
Poliquetos litorales iberico. Tesis Doctoral Univerisdad de 
Barcelona. 901 pp.

SoMaSchini A., 1988. Policheti della biocenosi ad alghe fotofile 
(facies a Corallina elongata) nel Lazio settentrionale. Atti della 
Società Toscana di Scienze Naturali, Memorie, Serie B 95: 83-94.

Vieitez j.M., M.a. aLóS c., ParaPar j., BeSteiro c., Moreira 
j., nunez j., LaBorDa j., San Martin G., 2004. Annelida 
Polychaeta I. Fauna Iberica. Ramos, M.A. et al (Eds.). Museo 
Nacional de Ciencias Naturales, CSIC, Madrid. Vol. 25:1-530 .

Wu B., Sun r., yanG D.j., 1985. The nereidae polychaetous an-
nelids of the chinese coast. In W. Baoling, S. Ruiping and D. 
J. Yang (Eds), The Nereidae (Polychaetous Annelids) of the 
Chinese Coast (pp. VI+234P). Beijing, China. Illus. Maps: 
Springer-Verlag New York, Inc.: Secaucus, N.J., USA; Berlin, 
West Germany; China Ocean Press.

(ms. pres. 30 aprile 2015; ult. bozze 8 giugno 2016)



Edizioni ETS
Piazza Carrara, 16-19, I-56126 Pisa

info@edizioniets.com - www.edizioniets.com
Finito di stampare nel mese di giugno 2016






