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ABSTRACT

We report the capture of a specimen of Selene dorsalis (Gill, 1862), a rare species in waters
north of the Cape Verde Islands and Senegal. This is the first time that it has been recorded
among the ichthyofauna of the Canary Islands. 
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RESUMEN

Primera cita de Selene dorsalis (Gill, 1862) (Osteichthyes: Carangidae) en las islas Canarias
(Atlántico centro-oriental)

Se informa de la captura de un ejemplar de Selene dorsalis (Gill, 1862), especie rara en  las aguas al
norte de las islas de Cabo Verde y Senegal. Es la primera cita de esta especie para la ictiofauna de las islas
Canarias.

Palabras clave: Selene dorsalis, Atlántico centro-oriental, islas Canarias.
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In September 2000 a specimen of the African
moonfish Selene dorsalis (Gill, 1862) was fished off
Tazacorte, on the  west coast of La Palma Island (28º
38’ N, 17º 58’ W; Canary Islands). The individual was
caught during the night in surface waters, using a
purse seine (Bas et al., 1995), together with horse
mackerel Trachurus picturatus (Bowdich, 1825). This
is the first time that S. dorsalis has been recorded as a
member of the ichthyofauna of the Canary Islands.

The specimen’s total length was 23.3 cm, and it
weighed 142.9 g of weight (table I). The distinctive
characters were coincident with those given by
Smith-Vaniz and Berry (1981). The body was short,
very deep (its depth being 2.06 times its fork
length) and extremely compressed, with ventral
profile more convex than dorsal. Head profile
rounded at top and sharply sloping through a
slight concavity in front of the eye to a blunt snout
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with lower jaw protruding (figure 1). Eye moder-
ately small, with head length 4.3 times its diameter,
compared with the range of 3.3 to 4.2 given by
Smith-Vaniz and Berry (1981). Upper jaw short, ex-
panded at the posterior end, and ending far below
and about under the anterior margin of the eye.
Lower jaw had a narrow irregular band tapering to
an irregular row posteriorly. Gill-rakers (including
rudiments): 8 upper, 31 lower. Contrary to report-
ed by Smith-Vaniz and Berry (1981), African look-
down showed two dorsal fins, as reported for juve-
niles shorter than 6 cm fork length by Smith-Vaniz
and Berry (1981, 1986). First dorsal fin with 4
spines (0.82 cm in length), preceded by 3 smaller
ones (not very apparent) separated from the fin.
The longest (second) spine of the first dorsal fin
about equal in length to body thickness taken at
the level of the pectoral fin (0.82 cm). Between first
and second dorsal fin there were 3 other spines.

Second dorsal fin with 1 spine and 23 soft rays
(8.82 cm in length). Anal fin with 2 spines (reab-
sorbed and not apparent) separated from the rest of
the fin, followed by 1 spine and 20 soft rays (8.97 cm 
in length). Second dorsal fin lobe only slightly
elongated, contained 10.6 times in fork length (the
range given by Smith-Vaniz and Berry (1981) was
from 7.2 to 10.1 times). Pelvic fin relatively short,
becoming nearly rudimentary (one-third of the up-
per jaw length).

Scales small and cycloid (smooth to touch), cov-
ering most of the lower half of the body but absent
anteriorly on most of area from pelvic fin base to
junction of curved and straight parts of lateral line.
Scutes in straight part of lateral line weak, scarcely
differentiated, numbering 17 over caudal peduncle.

When fresh, the body and head were silvery, with
a light metallic bluish cast dorsally. A faint dark spot
on edge of opercle near upper margin and a nar-
row black area on top of caudal peduncle. The spec-
imen also showed a narrow black line along the tip
of the snout, from the ventral edge of the lower jaw
to almost the lower margin of the eye. Fins were
clear, with olive yellow tints on second dorsal, anal,
pectoral and caudal fin lobes. Pelvic fins white.

The Eastern Atlantic distribution of S. dorsalis is
not well established, the species being rare north of
18º N (Smith-Vaniz and Berry, 1986). However,
there are records in the literature for Portugal and
Madeira (Smith-Vaniz and Berry, 1981; Smith-
Vaniz, Quéro and Desoutter, 1990). The African
look-down is common off the Cape Verde Islands,
and from Senegal to South Africa (Smith-Vaniz and
Berry, 1981; Seret, 1990). The species is caught
with pelagic and bottom trawls, especially off
Ghana (Smith-Vaniz and Berry, 1981), and its cap-
tures from 1987 to 1996 fluctuated between 1 940
and 6 077 metric tons (Anon., 1998).

S. dorsalis is a schooling species that lives near the
bottom, from inshore waters to depths of at least
100 m (Smith-Vaniz and Berry, 1981, 1986). Young
of  less than 3 cm fork length occur near the sur-
face, and  juveniles may be found in bays and river
mouths (Smith-Vaniz and Berry, 1981). The pres-
ence of this and other tropical and rare fish species
(Castro-Hernández and Martín-Gutiérrez, 2000) in
waters of the Canary Islands could be related to cli-
matic events that produce episodes of local warm-
ing, probably related with fluctuations in the frontal
zones between Cape Blanc and Cape Verde
(Wauthy, 1983) and the North Atlantic Oscillation. 
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Table I. Morphometric and meristic data of the specimen of
Selene dorsalis caught in La Palma Island

cm

Total length 23.3
Fork length 20.2
Standard length 18.8
Head length 5.2
Eye diameter 0.95
Base of the first dorsal fin 0.82
Base of the second dorsal fin 8.82
Base of anal fin 8.97
Length of pelvic fin 0.76
Length of pectoral fin 6.38
First dorsal fin distance 5.0
Second dorsal fin distance 8.77
Prepectoral fin distance 5.77
Preanal fin distance 9.03
Prepelvic fin distance 5.47
Length of caudal peduncle 1.6
Upper jaw length 2.32
Lower jaw length 2.11
Body depth 9.8

Total weight 142.9 g
Fin rays

1st Dorsal III + IV + III
2nd Dorsal I + 23
Pelvic 6
Pectoral 17
Anal II + I + 20

Scutes over caudal peduncle 17
Upper gill rakers 8
Lower gill rakers 31
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Figure 1. African lookdown Selene dorsalis


