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Abstract

We present a record of Hippocampus hippocampus (the short-snouted seahorse) from a museum
collection specimen, arguing that it most likely represents the first known occurrence of this species
from the Romanian Black Sea waters.
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The seahorses are well-known, iconic fish species, whose endearing figure sporting
a horselike head and erect posture have, however, brought upon them an unwanted
attention, as many are captured and sold for the aquarium trade, as curios or for use
in folk pharmacopoea, bringing many species to decline (Lourie et al. 2004; Koning
and Hoeksema 2021). The Black Sea hosts two species, the long-snouted seahorse,
which is the more common, and the short-snouted seahorse (Dawson 1986; Basusta
etal. 2014; Taylan et al. 2020; Pierri et al. 2022), both widespread species in European
seas (Pierri et al. 2022). While the long-snouted seahorse is nowadays accepted as
Hippocampus guttulatus Cuvier, 1829 and the short-snouted one as Hippocampus
hippocampus (Linnaeus, 1758), there has been much confusion between the two,
and an oppinion was voiced that the long-snouted species is, in fact, referred to
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by the Linnaean description and should be known as H. hippocampus, while the
short-snouted species ought to be referred to as H. brevirostris Schinz, 1822 (Vasileva
2007a,b - considering that only the long-snouted species occurs in the Black Sea,
which was subsequently clarified to be otherwise). However, this taxonomical opinion
has not been followed as it would have lead to even more confusion (Maclaine
2015), and the classic nomenclature is followed (Lourie et al. 2016; Froese and Pauly
2023; Fricke et al. 2023). Also, suggestions that the Black Sea long-snouted seahorse
may prove to be a distinct species from H. guttulatus (Lourie et al. 2004) were not
supported by subsequent research (Woodall et al. 2015; Lourie et al. 2016). As for the
Romanian Black Sea sector, while the nomenclatural confusion was apparent even
here (see the discussion in Banarescu 1964), recent studies identify H. guttulatus as
the only seahorse inhabiting Romanian waters (Banarescu 1964; Otel 2007; Taflan et
al. 2017; Nenciu et al. 2019; Nita et al. 2022). However, H. hippocampus is known from
Ukrainian Black Sea waters very close to the border of Romania (Pierri et al. 2022),
validating an inquiry on the presence of the species in Romanian Black Sea waters.

The fish collection of the “Grigore Antipa” National Museum of Natural History
was searched for Hippocampus specimens, in an attempt to identity H. hippocampus.
Identification was carried after morphological features as given by Lourie et al. (2004),
Kara and Quignard (2019) and Froese and Pauly (2023).

One specimen (a male) was found with typical characteristics of H. hippocampus:
pointed, wedge-like coronet smoothly connected to the nape, short snout (5 mm
snouth length, vs. 15.5 mm head length, to a 3.1 HL/SnL ratio), upwards-tilted
snout, 11 body rings, 37 tail rings, 14 pectoral fin rays, 17 dorsal fin rays: Fig. 1,
left, compared with a typical Black Sea H. guttulatus, right (in which notice domed
coronet, not smoothly connected to nape, and longer snout); Fig. 2, head detail of
the left specimen. This H. hippocampus specimen was found in a sample labelled
“Hyppocampus [sic], Romania’, which also included small specimens of Neogobius
fluviatilis and Pegusa lascaris, as well as some degraded specimens of lanternfishes
(fam. Myctophidae), of obvious exotic provenience, and had an internal handwritten
label “#16 MN”. Despite the obviously suboptimal labelling, upon inquiry with persons
participating in previous collecting campaigns of the Museum, we could find that the
sample was collected by the late ichthyologist Th. Nalbant in the marine (MN being
initials of Marea Neagrd, Romanian for the Black Sea) littoral area of the Romanian
Danube Delta during a series of field trips in 1975-1890. The co-occurring Neogobius
and Pegusa fit well with the character of an ichthyological sample from the littoral
Black Sea waters in the Danube Delta area, such fishes being known from this partly
freshened (brackish) marine habitat (Bandrescu 1964; Otel 2007). The lanternfish
sample was most probably added to this sample by mistake while in storage. We
appreciate the possibility for co-occurrence of H. hippocampus and lanternfishes in
a sample (that would have brought the seahorse in together with the lanternfishes)
as extremely remote, as it is precluded by the wholly different ecology of such fishes,
as the short-snouted seahorses are shallow-water littoral/shelf benthic dwellers, and
the lanternfishes meso- to epipelagic diel migrants in deep waters (see, e.g., Pierri et
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Figure 1. Hippocampus hippocampus, sample from the Romanian Black Sea littoral waters in the Danube
Delta area (left), compared with typical Black Sea H. guttulatus. Photo Al. Iftime.

Figure 2. Hippocampus hippocampus, head detail of the same specimen as in Fig. 1. Notice pointed,
wedge-shaped coronet, smoothly connected to nape, short, upwards-tilted snout. Photo Al Iftime.
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al. 2022 for H. hippocampus; Catul et al. 2010 for Myctophidae). An additional clue
for the Black Sea origin of the H. hippocampus specimen in our sample is the strong
similarity in spine pattern/development (e.g. the cheek spine shape) with the Black
Sea specimen figured by Basusta et al. (2014), as opposed to images of H. hippocampus
from elsewhere (e.g. Vasileva 2007a; Garrick-Maidment 2007; Valladares et al. 2014;
Spinelli et al. 2018) and the scientific drawings in Lourie et al. (2004); while the
species is very variable in morphology (as the quoted works illustrate), the likelihood
for such similarity to be coincidental is small, especially given the high variability.

While the possibility for mistake cannot be entirely be eliminated, we consider
that the likeliest conclusion is the presence of H. hippocampus in the coastal waters
of the Black Sea in the Danube Delta area, at least transiently, in the years 1975-1980.
The presence of this species in brackish waters has already been documented (e.g.
Spinelli et al. 2018) and should not come as a surprise. Also, this area is quite close
to the finding from the nearby waters of Ukraine (Pierri et al. 2022). The sampling
in order to confirm its occurrence should accordingly be done preferentially in the
northern, deltaic areas of the Romanian coastal waters of the Black Sea.
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