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Pericelis cata Marcus and Marcus, 1968 (Platyhelminthes:
Polycladida): First record from northeast of Brazil
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ABSTRACT: The polyclad Pericelis cata has been reported in two distinct localities along the North Atlantic: Curagao and
the Caribbean coast of Colombia. Recently identified from the Southwestern Atlantic, the species was first described
from the Cabo Frio region (23°S) (Rio de Janeiro State), a transitional zone between warm and cold water species located
southeastern Brazil. The second location is in the northeastern coast in warm waters, in the entrance of the Todos-os-Santos
Bay, a geographic area within the Brazilian Biotic Province, an important center of marine biodiversity of the Tropical

Records of marine invertebrates from Tropical
Southwestern Atlantic have been known since 17th
Century (Marcgrave 1942; Amaral and Jablonski 2005).
However, after four centuries, the knowledge on species
diversity, particularly small free-living flatworms, remains
largely incipient.

Contrasted with the subtropical and temperate
environments of the Southern coast of Brazil (34°S -
22°S), the northeastern coast is typically characterized
by the occurrence of highly productive and diverse
tropical ecosystems including coral reefs and mangroves.
According to Spalding et al. (2007), it is part of the Tropical
Southwestern Atlantic also comprising the Brazilian Biotic
Province (Briggs 1974). Extending southward from the
Orinoco River (2°S) to Cabo Frio (23°S), the Brazilian
Province is a remarkable center of biodiversity with a
high proportion of Caribbean fauna and endemic species
from very distinct taxa. Following the latitudinal diversity
gradient (Hillebrand 2004), the region of Cabo Frio
(northern Rio de Janeiro State) has been interpreted as a
transitional zone between tropical and temperate water
species (Floeter and Soares-Gomes 1999).

In marine environments, commonly associated
with benthic communities, living on or under rocks
and corals, free living polycladid flatworms play an
important ecological role as food source for predatory
fish and nudibranchs, and also have a beneficial role
for scleractinian corals by removing biological wastes
from the polyps and also preying on sessile organisms
(Schockaert 1996, Rawlinson and Litvaitis 2008). Around
20,000 species of flatworms have been estimated to live
associated with reef corals (Stella et al. 2011). In fact, a
corallivorous species has been recently described from the
Great Barrier Reef (Rawlinson and Stella 2012).

Reefs and coral communities are widespread in
warm waters of the Todos-os-Santos Bay (TSB) and
seashore of the Salvador city (12°S - 13°S, Bahia State)

(Ledo 1996, Ledo et al. 2003), however the biodiversity
of benthic fauna have been largely underestimated. The
great contribution of E. Marcus and E. du Bois-Reymond
Marcus in the 50’s and 60’s resulted in the description of
approximately 66 species of polycladids, most localities
of which were restricted to the colder waters of Northern
and southeastern littoral region of Sdo Paulo State (Marcus
1946; 1947; 1948; 1949; 1950; 1951; 1952; 1954; Marcus
and Marcus 1968). Despite the expected species richness
along the northeastern littoral area, the inventory of
polycladids associated with coral communities in this area
have so far comprised only two species from Southern
Bahia State (16°S) (Armatoplana leptalea (Marcus, 1947),
Stylochoplana walsergia Marcus and Marcus 1968).

After four decades, studies developed by Bahia and
Padula (2009) and Bahia et al. (2012) have provided a new
scenario on the species richness of Brazilian polycladids.
Two species - Pseudoceros bicolor Verrill, 1901 and Pericelis
cata Marcus and Marcus, 1968, have been reported from
Northern Rio de Janeiro to the region of Cabo Frio (23°S),
and another five - Enchiridium evelinae Marcus, 1949,
Phrikoceros mopsus (Marcus, 1952), Pseudobiceros evelinae
(Marcus, 1950), Thysanozoon brocchii (Risso, 1818) and
Hoploplana divae Marcus, 1950, have been identified from
coastal reefs of the Rio Grande do Norte State (5°S-6°S), on
the northeastern coast.

Intending to contribute to the knowledge of the
geographical distribution patterns of the Brazilian
polycladids, the present study establishes the occurrence
of Pericelis cata in the lower latitude of the Bahia State.
Following the work of Bahia and Padula (2009), the
occurrence of the species is now extended northward
(from 23°S to 13°S). Therefore, the new finding adds
to the inventory of the free-living polycladids from the
northeastern coast, and to the biodiversity of the Brazilian
Biotic Province as well.

Sampling was carried out during low tide by snorkeling
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in the Barra beach (13°00°37”S 38°31'49”W), located next
of the entrance of the TSB (12°40’S 13°10’S), on February
2011 and January 2012 (Figure 1B). Two specimens
were found under rocks in reef pools (Figure 2) at 1-2
m depth. In the laboratory they were photographed
with a digital camera NIKON COOLPIX 995 attached to
a NIKON SMZ1000 stereomicroscope supplied with a
calibrated eyepiece and examined for identification. Based
on morphological characters, including color pattern,
marginal, tentacular and cerebral eyes and tentacles, the
species was diagnosed according to Marcus and Marcus
(1968). Following Newman and Cannon (2003), the
material was fixed in frozen 10% formalin in seawater
and preserved in 70% ethanol. Voucher specimens were
deposited in the Platyhelminthes Collection of the ‘Museu
de Zoologia da Universidade Federal da Bahia’ (acronym:
UFBA 001 (40.0 mm), UFBA 017 (32.4 mm)).
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FIGURE 1. Geographic distribution of Pericelis cata. A - South America
and Caribbean sea. B - Todos-os-Santos bay in detail. Star = Curacao,
Type locality (Marcus and Marcus 1968); diamond = Caribbean coast of
Colombia (Quiroga et al. 2004b); circle = Cabo frio, Rio de Janeiro - Brazil
(Bahia and Padula 2009); triangle = present record, Salvador Bahia -
Brazil; TSB - Todos-os-Santos Bay.

Order Polycladida Lang, 1884

Suborder Cotylea Lang, 1884

Superfamily Pseudocerotoidea Faubel, 1984

Family Pericelidae Laidlaw, 1902

Pericelis cata Marcus and Marcus, 1968 (Figures 2 and 3A-
E)

Type locality: Curacao, Caribbean Sea, North Atlantic

Description:Flattenedanddelicatespecieswithrelaxed
body form usually oval-shaped and commonly reaching 40
mm length (Figures 2, 3A and B). Crumpled marginal folds
sticking together (Figures 34, B and D). Dorsal background
creamy, with black spots and brown patches randomly
distributed (Figures 34, C and D). Background also creamy
ventrally, except for the branched digestive trait and
the reproductive structures that are whitish, differing
considerably to the opposite surface (Figure 3B). Pharynx
sometimes visible through the translucent body (Figure
3B) with numerous folds, and measuring about 14.5 mm
(Figure 3B), hence 44.5 % of the body length. Tentacles
formed by marginal folds of the margin and with 4 mm
between each one (Figure 3D). Cerebral eyes centrally and
anteriorly displaced considering the anterior-posterior
axis, just after the tentacles (Figure 3D). Cerebral eyes
consisting of two groups of black spots not well separated
medially and containing 45 - 55 eyes each cluster. The eyes
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FIGURE 2. In situ photograph of Pericelis cata found under rocks at the
Barra beach.

measuring between 35 and 38 pm (Figure 3E). Tentacular
eyes densely grouped in the margin of tentacle and close
to anterior edge (Figure 3D). Marginal eyes surround the
entire body and not showing apparent pattern. Sucker,
male and female gonopores located in the posterior region
(final 1/3). Gonopores too close to sucker and situated
1mm ahead of it.

The specimens observed in this study agree completely
with the original description (Marcus and Marcus 1968)
and additional works (Quiroga et al. 20044, b; Bahia and
Padula 2009).

Considering the previous pattern of geographical
distribution, it is possible to observe a large gap between
the occurrence areas (Figure 1A). Firstly described from
the Tropical Northwestern Atlantic Province (Curagao
- Marcus and Marcus 1968, Colombia - Quiroga et al.

FIGURE 3. Plate of Pericelis cata. A - Dorsal view of alive animal; B -
Ventral view showing the digestive system; C - Digestive system in dorsal
view; D - Anterior region of P. cata; E - Cerebral eyes in detail showing
eyes (black spots). Sacales: A = 10 mm; B = 7 mm; C = 2.5 mm; D =1.5
mm; E = 1 mm. ce, cerebral eyes; go, gonopores; ph, pharynx; su, sucker,
te, tentacles.
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2004a), Pericelis cata was reported in the colder waters of

Southern Brazil (Bahia and Padula 2009), in a transitional

region between the Tropical Southwestern Atlantic and

the Warm Temperate Southwestern Atlantic Province

(Spalding et al. 2007), the limit of which is defined by the

thermodynamic features of the coastal upwelling area of

Cabo Frio, Northern Rio de Janeiro (Ekman 1953, Briggs

1974). In fact, the species is apparently adapted to very

distinct environments with eurithermic characteristics.

However, extending northward along the Brazilian
coast, the new record from Bahia State (in Tropical
Southwestern Atlantic Province), reinforces the range
extension of Pericelis cata to the Tropical Atlantic Realm
(Spalding et al. 2007). Thus, it is likely that further
collection efforts may highlight other areas of occurrence
of P. cata indicating a wider geographic distribution of this
species along the northeastern coast (and the Brazilian
Biotic Province).

Zoogeographically, diverse taxa as mollusks,
crustaceans and corals of fauna assemblages of the
Brazilian northeastern region are similar, in constitution,
to those of the Caribbean (Palacio 1980, Neves et al
2006, Neves et al. 2008, Neves et al. 2010, Spalding et al.
2007, Floeter et al. 2008, Queiroz et al. 2011, Sales et al.
2011). Similarly, the co-occurrence of polycladid species
in Brazilian and Caribbean waters have been largely
pointed out in the literature - e.g., Phaenocelis medvedica
Marcus, 1952; Phrikoceros mopsus (Marcus, 1952);
Prosthiostomum gilvumm Marcus, 1950; Pseudoceros
bicolor Verril, 1902; Thysanozoon brochii (Risso, 1818)
and Pericelis cata Marcus and Marcus, 1968 (Quiroga et
al. 2004b; Carbayo and Froehlich 2008; Bahia and Padula
2009; Bahia et al. 2012). Nevertheless, among reported
Southwestern Atlantic polycladids, a total of 42 species
remain exclusively endemic to Brazil, and thus restricted
to the Southwestern Atlantic (Marcus 1947; 1948; 1949;
1950; 1952; 1954; Corréa 1958; Marcus and Marcus 1968;
Bahia and Padula, 2009).
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