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Field guide to the Fishes of the Amazon,
Orinoco and Guianas

Edited by Peter van der Sleen and James S Albert (Princeton field guides).
If I’d been a tree, knowing that I was getting
chopped down to make the paper for this
book, I’d have died happy. It’s a seminal and
important work. In years to come, this will
be the first choice for field researchers, as
well as aspiring ichthyologists. The authors
have a fine pedigree, with Peter van der
Sleen working as a post-doctoral fellow,
while James Albert is a professor of biology.
It has been assembled with contributions
from more than 50 leading Amazonian
ichthyologists — flicking through the list,
you spot names like Kullander,
Lopez-Fernandez, Lujan, Reis and de Sousa,
among many, many more. Sleen and Albert
have very much asked the experts.
After a brief introduction giving some
background on things like the composition
of Amazonian fish fauna, habitat types and
ecology, the book gets right into the thick of
it with taxonomic keys that will allow you to
identify almost any fish from the Amazon,
Orinoco and Guianas to a genus level.
How much this book appeals to you will
reflect your level of fish geekery. If you’re
a beginner, chances are a lot of it will be lost
on you. This is not lighthearted writing
about setting up tanks or maintaining
filters. It’s deep. There are even a few pages
dedicated to ‘how to use this book’.
If you’re the geekiest of fish geeks (a badge
of honour, I’ve always thought), the chances
are you’ll want to absorb the book from
cover to cover. It’s moreish. A couple of
pages at a time are never enough. This is
the fishy equivalent of a Jaffa Cake.
Identification keys are easy enough
to use and, even if you’ve managed to
avoid them so far, they’re so intuitive
you’ll get the hang of this one in
seconds. It does require a degree
of competence to understand some
of the terms — ideally you should be
familiar with words like ‘laterosensory
canal’, ‘protrusible jaw’ and ‘odontodes’ if
you want to use it properly. You don’t need
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to know these intimately, though, as the
comprehensive glossary will tidy up any
terms you’re new to.
On the ground, if you happen to be in the
Amazon, and you’ve just fished out a species
the likes of which you’ve never seen before,
you can grab this book and follow the first
key through a series of descriptions (with
illustrations), that apply to the fish you have
in your nets. Eventually you’ll reach a logical
outcome based on your descriptions, and be
redirected to a specific page. This will take
you to the family of the fish in question.
Once there you’ll be given another
taxonomic key. Pick out the relevant
features of your fish according to the key
until you’re directed to a page with the
subfamily. Another key will identify genus,
and then you can read its particulars.
Aquarists who buy fish from the likes
of Pier, Wharf, Wildwoods, Silksworth or
Aqualife Leyland, where the ranges are so
esoteric that it can sometimes be a guess
to establish exactly what kind of catfish or
characin you’re looking at, will love this
book. You can go through things like tooth
shapes and presence or absence of
neuromasts until you whittle down — to
genus level at least — what you’re buying.
This book is a cornucopia of
information and you’ll find
yourself losing time
reading it.

For example, I opened the book at a
random page and I landed on the family
overview for Loricariidae. There is
information on diversity (924 recognised
species, making Loricariidae the fifth most
species-rich vertebrate family on the
planet), as well as prehistory (they’re
hypothesised to have originated 85 million
years ago) and evolutionary facts (the

Aquatical Latin
If I’d been a tree,
knowing that
I was getting
chopped down to
make the paper
for this book, I’d
have died happy.
tripartite jaw apparatus was an important
player in ecomorphological diversity).
At a genus level you get a clear line
drawing of a typically representative fish,
a map showing known distribution, and
information covering notable traits,
numbers of species (and names in some
cases), and further details about habitat,
distribution, and biology.
If you’re passionate about fish, it’s an
awakening experience. As editor of
a fishkeeping magazine, with a lifelong
immersion in the hobby and industry,
I thought I was pretty hot on knowing most
genera out there. Flicking through this, I’ve
found names I never even knew existed.

Verdict

by Tim Hayes
What do you get the fishkeeper who already has everything? I’d get them this.
Tim Hayes’ Aquatical Latin is one of those books that isn’t going to alter the way
you keep fish. It’s not going to tell you anything about water chemistry, how to feed
finicky species, or how to identify a goby. It’s not that kind of work.
Hayes’ book is an etymologist’s dream come true. It explores names. Marine fish
names. Or rather, the scientific names given to fish. In alphabetical order, the main
body of the book is a lexicon of genus and species names, with an explanation of the
origins of each. Treat it just like a dictionary, except a dictionary of all the things you
might have in your marine set-up.
As you’ve likely guessed by now, this is quite a niche pitch — you need to be a fan of
both the history of words and of marine fish for this to work. I enjoyed it, and on more
than a few occasions I had an ‘ohhhh, that’s why it’s called that’ moment with fish I’ve
known and loved for many years.
Aside the alphabetical listings, Hayes commits the first 40 or so pages to a
miscellany of contextual information and background, and in here there is much
to be valued. Of particular interest, I’d invite you to look at the breakdown of the
pronunciation of word elements as given on page 30 — it turns out I’ve been getting
a few wrong for my whole life. Hayes also offers such delights as clearing up how
scientific names work for fish, and the importance and influence of Carl Linnaeus
on how we determine names today. There’s even a little schooling on grammar.
Does it have mass appeal? Possibly not. I can think of dozens of fishkeepers in my
own circles who just won’t get the angle. But as a niche, it’ll take a bit of beating. With
296 pages to browse, I’d place this in the realms of a curiosity piece rather than any
type of traditional book.

Verdict

It’s fun, if this is your kind of thing. If you hate words, or can’t see the point in scientific
names, it won’t be for you. If you’re planning on organising a pub quiz based on aquatics
only, it’ll be invaluable.
l Price: Suggested retail price for the softback edition is £14.99.
l More info: aquaticallatin.info

This could easily be my favourite fish book
to date. If you work with fish imports, plan
on visiting South America on a fish-finding
expedition, or studying ichthyology, you need
this book, just like a painter needs a brush.
If you seek out the rarest of species on sale,
or have a thing for seeking out unidentified
bycatch from wild imports, you also need this
book. I can guarantee you’ll learn something.
l Price: Suggested retail price for the
softback edition is £37.95. At time
of writing, Amazon has copies
at £24.66.
l More info: press.
princeton.edu
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