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About Redfish
Redf ish is a free-to-read magazine 

for f ishkeeping enthusiasts.
 

At Redf ish we believe in the free exchange of information to 
facilitate success by aquarium and pond hobbyists. Each month 
Redf ish Magazine will bring you dedicated sections on tropical, 

coldwater, marine and ponds.

Redf ish was founded in early 2011 by Jessica Drake, 
Nicole Sawyer, Julian Corlet and David Midgley. 

We hope you enjoy this, the 20th issue of Redf ish.

古池や蛙飛込む水の音
ふるいけやかわずとびこむみずのおと

Photo courtesy: (matt) About « Redfish Magazine 2013:20 »  4
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General Advice Warning
The advice contained in this publication is 
general in nature and has been prepared 

without understanding your personal situ-
ation, experience, setup, livestock and/or 

environmental conditions. 

This general advice is not a substitute for, 
or equivalent of, advice from a professional 
aquarist, aquarium retailer or veterinarian.

Distribution
We encourage you to share our website 

address online, or with friends. Issues of 
Redf ish Magazine, however, may only be 
distributed via download at our website:

redf ishmagazine.com.au

Opinions & Views
Opinions and views contained herein are 
those of the authors of individual ar ticles 

and are not necessarily those 
of Redf ish Publishing.

Ownership and copyright
Redf ish Magazine is © 2011
 Redf ish Publishing. Pty Ltd.

PO Box  109 Berowra Heights, 
NSW, Australia, 2082.
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Off the Shelf

Introducing Aqua One’s AquaSphere Aquarium! This aquarium is like no other 
with its stylish looks, ease of use and all in one aquarium solution, it makes f irst 
time f ish keeping a breeze.

The 360° view, along with the energy eff icient LED lighting gives you a visually 
stunning spectrum of your colourful f ish and ornaments from all directions, you 
won’t be able to take your eyes off it!

Feeding time has never been easier with the feed lid at the top of the aquarium 
allowing you to feed your f ish without removing the entire lid providing an easy 
access and mess free experience. 

The AquaSphere also comes with a space saving f ilter to ensure your aquarium is 
kept clean and sparkling! You will have more time enjoying your f ish, than clean-
ing up after them!

Aqua One products are widely available at most quality pet retailers. To f ind 
your nearest retailer, visit www.aquaone.com.au

Aqua One AquaSphere
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Aqua One MiniSkim Protein Skimmers are designed to easily and 
effectively remove organic waste from aquarium water. The re-
sult is cleaner, clearer water and healthier aquarium inhabitants!

The Variable mounting options allow for use either in-sump or 
hang-on style placement. The MiniSkim lets you enjoy the full 
benef its of a protein skimmer in a perfect compact size!

Aqua One products are widely available at most quality pet 
retailers. To f ind your nearest retailer, visit www.aquaone.com.au

Aqua One MiniSkim Protein Skimmer
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LIVEBEARERS
For many years the livebearing fishes of 
the family Poeciliidae have been popular 
staples in the aquarium trade. To some 
extent, their appeal has lessened in the re-
cent decades which is a shame as the fam-
ily is well-suited to aquarium husbandry.

For the most part, species in this group 
give birth to live young (thus the name: 
livebearer) forgoing the normal process of 
egg laying. That said, there are some egg-
laying species in the family (mostly from 
Africa) though they are most likely only 
to be encountered by specialists. 

The species most familiar to aquarists are 
the mollies, platys, swordtails and gup-
pies. These four fish are endemic to the 
Americas, though they occur widely in 
tropical areas globally, where they were 
introduced in the past to assist in mosqui-
to control - along with the related poecili-
id, the Mosquitofish (Gambusia sp.). If 
you’re interested in trying something new 
or challenging this group also potentially 
offers some unusual choices that are also 
beautiful. Most well known of these are 
the fishes known as Halfbeaks.   

Regardless of which of these livebearers 
you keep - it is best to house them all in 
small groups. They are social creatures 
and while they won’t school together (in 
the manner some rasboras do) they ben-
efit from the company of more than a few 
of their own kind. Groups of 6-12 individ-
uals are probably ideal with a preference 
for more females to compensate for some 
of the worst excesses of the males amorous 
behaviours. Thankfully in all cases gender 
is readily determined by the presence of 
gonopodium, a reproductive modification 
of the anal fin in male live bearers (along 
with colours and finnage).

Photo by Dunkelfalke

Photo by Inka Crabs
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Sailfin mollies don’t get the credit they’re due - they are beautiful fish!
Photos by Budi Lukman.
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Mollies!
Keeping the humble molly is simple and 
without problem provided the basic needs 
of these fishes are met. This simple idea is 
the cause of considerable trouble as mol-
lies basic needs are somewhat different to 
the needs of many other tropicals. Follow 
our simple guide below - and you’ll have 
success with these fish!

SPECIES:
The simple fact is that almost all mollies 
you purchase from your local fish shop 
are hybrids. At least five wild species contribute to the range of varieties available to aquar-
ists today: P. latipinna, P. velifera, P. mexicana, P. sphenops and P. salvatoris. Specimens of 
these individual species are available - but tend to be expensive and difficult to source. A 
specialist dealer or local live-bearer association may be able to help.

SIZE:
Mollies can grow to reasonable length. Some varieties, particularly those with more P. 
latipinna, P. velifera in their ancestry can grow to 15cm (6”). This size dictates reasonable 
quarters.

AQUARIUM SETUP:
As many varieties grow large, your aquarium should be suitable to house these beautiful 
fish. Mollies like warm water, something above 27ºC should be ideal. Water should also 
be relatively free of nitrate as mollies are a bit less tolerant of this pollutant than other 
tropicals. More frequent water changes and or nitrate removal via other means are worth 
considering. The water in the aquarium should almost certainly be hard (with a pH > 8). 
Yes, we know some mollies can live in water that’s closer neutral, and yes, we agree that it 
can probably be done - we’re recommending you don’t try it unless you know what you’re 
doing! Now we come to the most contenious issue of mollycare: salt. Mollies can survive in 
water up to fully marine conditions. We don’t recommend they we kept that way. 

The use of marine salt in the molly aquarium is valuable (as it contributes more than just 
sodium chloride). How much salt is a bit of a dark art, livebearer experts (like Dr. Neale 
Monks) suggest a specific gravity of ~1.002-1.005, others suggest something a little higher 
(1.008-1.012). Higher salinities certainly help with fungal infections, protozoan parasites 
(like Ich) and other maladies that sometimes effect mollies in freshwater, though this is 
likely an example of where correlation isn’t causation!

TANKMATES:
Given the discussion above regarding salinities the question of tankmates is an open ques-
tion that depends on your individual aquarium setup. Clearly soft-water species are out. 
The brackishness of your aquarium water will dictate your choices. Depending on your 
tanksize and setup some ideas may be: Australian Rainbowfish, Orange Chromides, Bum-
blee Gobies or other livebearers.

FEEDING:
Mollies are omnivores that lean more towards vegetarians than most. Good quality vegeta-
ble flake foods, sliced vegetables or dried seaweeds (like Nori) are relished. They’ll readily 

Balloon mollies have a spinal deformation. In 
the authors view, these should be avoided.
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consume meaty foods, however, there’s been numerous suggestions this isn’t good for the 
longer term maintenance of these fish.

BREEDING:
Contented mollies are likely to be breeding mollies. They aren’t as simple to breed as guppies 
as their size dictates breeding traps must be super-sized. Mollies aren’t hard to breed provid-
ed you’re meeting their needs.

Platys!
The name Platy refers to the former genus name for this group of fishes (Platypoecilus). 
There are officially three platy species - though the platys of the aquarium hobby are, like 
mollies, various hybrids. Unlike their larger cousins, hard water is not as essential (though 
it is welcome) for these fishes. For the new aquarist, platys are probably a better choice than 
mollies - they are considerably hardier - under a broader range of water chemistries. Count-
less varieties of platys are available and they’re frequently sold by colour form or pattern. 
Common examples include the varigatus platy, sunset platys, mickey mouse platy, red platy 
and gold platy.

SPECIES:
There are three species of Platy in the wild: Xiphophorus maculatus, X. variatus and X. 
xiphidium. Both X.maculatus and X.variatus have been extensively hybridised in line breed-
ing programmes to enhance colours in the aquarium strains of the platy.

SIZE:
Platys grow to around 4-6cm (1.5-2.5”), as a rule of thumb varieties with more X. variatus 
in the breeding tend to be larger. The swordtail platys (X. xiphidium) are smaller (to around 
3cm).

AQUARIUM SETUP:
The platy aquarium does not need to be as large as the molly aquarium and it can likely house 
many more standard freshwater tropical species.  Aquarium water should not be acidic and 
pH levels above 7.5 are preferable. Platys can be housed in brackish water aquariums.

TANKMATES:
In standard (moderately alkaline) tropical setups, standard tropical community fishes mix 
well with platys. If you’re housing your platys in a brackish water aquarium, mollies make 
good tankmates as do Australian Rainbowfish and the standard cast of non-nippy brackish 
water fishes. 

FEEDING:
Like Mollies, Platys benefit from additional vegetable matter in their diets. This can be sup-
plied via vegetable flakes, cooked sliced vegetables or dried seaweeds. That said, they are 
reasonably delicate on living plants, though they can and will nip at leaves. 

BREEDING:
If you’re keen to breed Platys you can mix them with other livebearers, such as Poecilia spe-
cies (such as guppies) but not swordtails (with which they’ll readily hybridise). Few mol-
lies or platys are available to hobbyists that are of known ancestry. This makes it even more 
important that any strains that are imported of known providence are protected and mixing 
these should be avoided lest they be lost into the complex of forms available as generic platys.
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Stunning Swordtails: beautiful fish for the home aquarium!
Photos by Budi Lukman.
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Swordtails!
They’re called swordtails for fairly 
obvious reasons - though only the 
male has the elongated ‘sword’ at the 
based of the tail. An old-fashioned 
favourite just like the molly and 
platy, the swordtail is an easy fish 
for which to care. To get the best 
out of swordtails - you need a larger 
aquarium than you would for platys 
and there’s some notable caveats to 
their keeping.

SPECIES:
There are a number of species of swordtail - the Xiphophorus Genetic Stock Center (XGSC)  
(website: http://www.xiphophorus.txstate.edu) is a fantastic resource and well worth brows-
ing for those people interested in the taxonomy and phylogeny of species in this group. To 
the aquarists only really two species are available, most commonly X. helleri (or hybrids of 
this species) which are effectively the “common” swordtail along with the less commonly, 
but still occassionally traded species X. alvarezi (Chiapas swordtail).

SIZE:
Swordtails grow somewhere between platys and mollies with most being 7.5-11.5cm in 
length at maturity. The ancestry (or origin) of the form you’ve purchased dictates some of 
the size contraints on growth.  

AQUARIUM SETUP:
Given the size of the fish, relatively large aquariums are a good idea if you’re planning on 
housing a reasonable number of swordtails in a school. Like other livebearers, it’s better to 
stack the sex ratio in favour of females, as the males can be quarrelsome with each other 
and can hound females into ill-health if there is insufficent of their number. There’s quite 
a bit of variation and while some males are placid, others are especially ill-tempered with 
their competition! The casually planted aquarium is ideal, though the water chemistry (like 
platys and mollies) should be on the hard, alkaline side 
(pH > 7.5). Feeding and tankmates is as per mollies and 
platys. 

Guppies
Redfish has covered Guppies in depth previously (to view 
the article, click the linked picture right). Suffice to say 
they are magical fish that are ideal for the aquarium.

Close
The livebearers of family Poeciliidae (particularly the 
mollies, platys and swordtails) have an undeserved repu-
tation for being just a bit boring. We hope we’ve given 
you reason enough to think again and ponder dedicat-
ing a display aquarium to these majestic and interesting 
fishes.

the wildform of X. helleri
Photo by Böhm

http://redfishmagazine.com.au/editions/july_2011
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Always popular - the guppy!
Photo by Budi Lukman.



Tropical « Redfish Magazine 2013:20 » 14

CONVICTS
UNDERESTIMATED. UNDERVALUED. MALIGNED AND MISLOVED

Photo by Budi Lukman
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INTRODUCTION
The convict cichlid is among the most recognisable f ishes 
from the family Cichlidae. It’s well known to most aquarists 
as a territorial species that doesn’t play nicely with commu-
nity tropcials. Many an aquarist has added convicts to their 
tropical aquarium only to discover exactly this behaviour. This 
has led to their reputation as a f ish that’s to be avoided, a 
bit of a shame. In contrast, cichlid hobbyists f ind that the spe-
cies produces too many fry and that there’s little appetite at 
most LFS’s to take 100s of convicts each month. So where to 
for this interesting f ish? I’d like to propose a different method 
of keeping the species. First here are the basics for the spe-
cies:

NAMES
There’s just one convict cichlid (Amatitlania nigrofasciata) 
though it goes by a number of names and you’ll sometimes 
see it as Archocentrus nigrofasciatus, Cryptoheros nigrofas-
ciatus and/or Hypsophrys nigrofasciatus.

ORIGINS
Convict cichlids are Central American cichlids with a relative-
ly limited range, they occur along the Pacif ic slope of Central 
America from Guatemala southwards to Costa Rica, and on 
the Atlantic slope from Honduras south to Panama.  They 
prefer environments with moderate f low and cover in the 
form of submerged rocks and branches. The water in these 
habitats is warm (26-29ºC) and ranged from mildly acidic to 
mildly alkaline. 

PLANTS
Convict cichlids tend to dig. This trait aside, they are reasonable on hardier plants. If you’re keen to mix 
plants into your setup avoid the soft leaved species: Potted plants can work well (and the pots can be hid-
den) as can species that can be tethered to rockwork and or driftwood.

TRADITIONAL HUSBANDRY
The standard methods for keeping convicts is to do one of a few things. 1). Keep a pair in a small (say 80-
100 litre aquarium) or 2) keep a single individual in a mixed community of larger Central American cichlids. 
The former means you have an endless (every 6 weeks or so) supply of baby convicts to deal with and the 
latter means you miss out on the best par t of convict keeping - their brood care. 

ALTERNATIVE HUSBANDRY
I think it’s wor th exploring a third option - the setup of an aquarium designed to allow your convicts to 
breed - but to limit the numbers of fry you need to deal with as the aquarist. While convicts will breed in 
aquariums down to 40 or so litres, you’re not seeing the best of the species in an aquarium this small. 

Instead, why not consider setting up something larger (say ~250 litres (~60-70gal)). Decorate this larger 
aquarium with an aquascape of large stones which are suppor ted close to the base of the aquarium (con-
victs like to dig). Plants can be included in the convict aquarium -- though choose hardy types (for example 
Java fern). Provide some caves and some open water at the front of the aquarium. The idea now is to try 
some f ish that are large enough that they won’t be bothered by the adult convicts and that can assist in 

Albino convicts aren’t true albinos, they are a 
leucistic form. Photo by Tim Williams 

Setups like this aquarium (Photo by Thomas 
Giuretis) are ideal for the convict (although 
this particular aquarium houses African Ma-
lawi cichlids). The substrate used here (coral 
sand) will elevate the pH and kH keeping the 
aquarium above pH 7.0. 
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“fry-management”. If this sounds a bit harsh you’re only replicating what occurs in nature - fry that are 
produced in the wild are subject to much more rigourous predation, so it seems like a reasonble concept 
from a moral point of view. So what species f it the bill? There’s a few criterion that are worth considering, 
whatever you put in with the convicts should probably be a similar size (if not a bit larger than the adult 
convicts), be fast swimming and preferably occupy a different zone in the aquarium to the convicts. Obvi-
ously, we don’t mean herbivores - but we also don’t want specialist fry predators either - the aim here is to 
encourage brood care by the parents, and remove some of 
the weaker individuals via a natural process. Even with such 
a system, many convicts are still such devoted parents that 
there will be some fry that will be need to be rehomed. The 
addition of the fry-managers also means the parents display 
more of the very behaviour that makes convicts so fascinat-
ing!

 

FRY MANAGERS!

Spanner Barbs
Big beautiful spanner barbs are fast swimming 15cm (6”) 
schooling f ish that do well in aquariums large enough to 
house a decent sized group (say 4-6 individuals). They’ll 
readily consume stray fry and are easy to maintain and too 
big for the convicts to bother in sensible sized aquariums. 
This species does need some open swimming space - so set 
the rock work back from the front of the aquarium to allow 
these f ish room to stretch out!

Catfish
There’s a host of excellent catf ish that’d be ideal to keep 
with convicts in this hypothetical setup. Some good choices 
would be the the Sun Catf ish (Horabagrus bracyhsoma), 
Spotted Talking Catf ish (Agamyxis pectinifrons) or Asian 
Bumblebee Catf ish (Pseudomystus siamensis). In an aquar-
ium with plenty of open space a school of Pictus Catf ish 
(Pimelodus pictus) may also be an option. Avoid the huge 
species, they’re not only a threat to the adult convicts they 
are challenging to house in their own right and are best left 
to specialists or public aquariums. 

CLOSE
If you’ve never tried your hand with Convicts they are def i-
nitely wor th a look. The females can be rather beautiful 
(dark bars and coloured bellies), so avoid the leucistic fe-
males as you miss out on most of the colour in these forms. 
Traditional husbandry has its challenges -- but there are 
alternatives that can assist in managing the fecundity of the 
species - while at the same time allowing you to observe 
some of the best parenting in the aquatic world!

Spanner barbs are both larger and faster than 
convicts. The aquarium needs to be big enough 
to provide these fish with some swimming 
room in the foreground.

Top: The Sun Catfish (Horabagrus brachysoma) 
can grow reasonably large. Provide a dark hid-
ing place for this species (a pipe hidden in the 
rear of the aquarium is ideal).

Below: The Spotted Talking Catfish (Agamyxis 
pectinifrons) is another good choice. This spe-
cies is hardy and easy to care for. Like the Sun 
Catfish, it should be provided with a retreat in 
the form of a dark cave.
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Introduction
It wasn’t too long ago that all good aquariums featured Bala (Silver) Sharks, Kissing Goura-
mi, Angelfish, Lemon Tetras or Kuhli Loaches! While these species are still commonly traded 
- they don’t have the following they once did! Here we give you the goss (that’s old school for 
information!) on how to keep these flashback faves. 

Kissing Gourami!
When I was a child, my grandmother had an old steel-frame aquarium with several large (6”) 
kissers swimming about. These are iconic fish of 1970s and 1980s. They don’t seem to have as 
much of following today, which is a shame -- indeed, those few kissers available tend to be of 
the various balloon varieties (which, at least for this author are not an improvement on the 
standard pink variety). The pink colouration is a product of line breeding and the wild fish 
(which is a favou-
rite food fish in 
parts of SE Asia) is 
a silvery grey.

SIZE:
Kissing Gourami 
need reasonably 
spacious housing. 
This is perhaps 
part of the reason 
they are less popu-
lar today than in 
the past. Adults 
can reach lengths 
in excess of 10”, 
though typically 
individuals reach 
6-8” and then grow 
reasonably slowly 
beyond this size, 
aquariums of  120 - 200 L (30-50 gallon) should be considered when thinking about long-
term maintenance of this species. Smaller individuals can obviously be housed in smaller 
tanks - but they do grow to a large size, so be aware that you may need to upsize!

5Old time Faves

The pink form is the most commonly available strain of the Kissing 
Gourami shown here with its fantastic, extensible lips in this lovely 

photo by Daniel Ahlqvist.
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AQUARIUM SETUP & TANKMATES:
Kissing Gourami can be reasonably intoler-
ant of each other - and unless you’re setting 
out to breed the species it’s probably best to 
keep an individual in a mixed community 
aquarium rather than settling on a group. 
They are reasonably flexible with water chem-
istry which means there’s a range of options as 
tankmates. Most large (but relatively non-ag-
gressive cichlids) make good choices (eg. Heros 
severum, larger acaras etc), large barbs are also 
ideal, as are larger catfish.  

FEEDING:
Kissing Gourami like to graze on algal covered 
woodwork and leaves. If such pieces are avail-
able they are relished - but arguably not re-
quired. Kissers are adaptable omnivores though 
vegetable flake should be included as part of 
their diet.

Bala (or Silver) Sharks!

Silver sharks (known as Bala Sharks in North America) were very popular fish in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Sleek bodied and large growing, the species was admired for its striking fins and 
well marked patterned body. The species is native to Asia, where it was once widespread.  
Sadly it is now endangered in the wild and locally extinct in some river systems. Be sure to 
only purchase captive bred individuals - if in doubt: ask! The species is relatively long lived 
and can take 1-5 years to reach their adult size. In many ways they are ideal aquarium resi-

Juvenile Bala Sharks (Balantiocheilus melanopterus) are more elongate, while the adults are 
more fullbodied fish. Pictured is a juvenile. Photo by Budi Lukman

a lovely pair of Kissing Gourami.
Photo by Heather Hopkins 
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dents, being rather attractive, peaceful fish. They do, however, have some issues with their 
care that are well worth noting prior to investing in these majestic fish!

SIZE:
Silver sharks are large fish. They grow up to a length of 40cm (16”) and need to be housed 
in suitable accomodation for a fish of their size. Complicating their size, they do better in 
groups of 4 or more individuals.

AQUARIUM SETUP & TANKMATES:
The large size of the Silver Shark dictates the fish one should co-house with this species. That 
being so, the species has a very small mouth and tends not to bother even relatively small 
tankmates. The species can be a little flighty and has a tendancy to jump. There are two good 
approaches to assisting in keeping your prized sharks safe. 1) make sure the aquarium has 
tight-fitting lids, and (2) plant both ends of the aquarium (along with the rear of the aquari-
um) very densely. This assists in making the fish feel safe and will help prevent jumping. 

FEEDING:
Feeding Silver Sharks is straightforward, they are unfussy omnivores that will accept just 
about any kind of prepared food. 
As with all tropical fish, a little va-
riety is a good idea and providing 
the odd meal of frozen bloodworm 
or brine shrimp assists in main-
taining the fish in the best possible 
condition!

Angelfish!
Iconic of fishkeeping past is the 
most famous cichlid in the aquar-
ium hobby - the Angelfish. With 
their unusual triangular shape, this 
species glides majestically about 
the aquarium with a grace that’s 
basically unrivalled in the cichlid 
family. They are also easy to care 
for, though they can bicker and will 
eat very small tetras - so some care 
is advised in mixing this species.

SIZE:
Like the Silver Shark and the Kiss-
ers discussed above, Angelfish are 
large fish, around 15cm (5-6”) in 
length and much longer in depth. 
Unlike both the aforementioned 
species - you can keep the Angel in 
a smaller aquarium as they’re sim-
ply not as active as either of those 
other species. 

Coming in a host of colours and patterns, with 
beautiful finnage and unusual shape and grace, the 

Angelfish offers everything a fishkeeper could want. 
Photo by DeniZka.
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AQUARIUM SETUP & TANKMATES:
The Angelfish aquarium should be deep - 14” is a bit shallow, 18” is better and 20” and above 
are probably ideal.  These fish are slow-moving and like their aquariums densly planted so they 
can weave in amongst plants without apparently exerting much effort. It is best to start off with 
a group of juvenile Angels and raise the group until a pair forms. The other individuals should 
then be removed unless the tank is large enough to accomodate them without harassment from 
the pair. Avoid really small tetras (like neons) as these often mysteriously disappear in the pres-
ence of Angels. Also worth avoiding are various fin nippers whose bad habits will reduce the 
beautiful fins of this species to a tattered curtain! Water should be neutral to acidic and warm (> 
26ºC).

FEEDING:
Angelfish are very unfussy feeders and will take prepared foods without a problem. Provide a 
mixed diet as this will ensure your specimens 
remain in optimal health.

Lemon Tetras!
Lemon Tetras were once a mainstay of the 
aquarium hobby, though sadly they are past 
their heyday. First appearing in the hobby 
in the early 1930s, they’ve been around a 
long time! They aren’t as brightly coloured 
as Neons or Cardinals and the numbers be-
ing exported from Asia continue to decline 
compared to these more brightly coloured 
alternatives. But this small tetra has plenty to 
offer if it’s kept in appropriate conditions.

SIZE:
Lemons are medium to small by tetra standards and reach only 5cm in length. 

AQUARIUM SETUP 
& TANKMATES:
The best way to keep 
Lemon Tetras is to keep 
the species in a large 
group of 10-20 individu-
als  in a densely planted 
aquarium. Indeed, 
individuals kept in bare 
aquariums are fre-
quently pale in colour 
and don’t show their full 
potential. They can be 
mixed with other tetra species, small peaceful barbs, Corydoras catfish and small peaceful loach-
es without issue. The species  originates in the soft, acidic waters of the Amazon, however, cap-
tive bred individuals are markedly less fussy about their water chemistry. Even so, hard alkaline 
water should be avoided. Keeping the pH below 7 is a good idea and ideal for keeping a variety of 
suitable tankmates and plants.

FEEDING:
Lemon Tetras will take all manner of prepared and frozen foods without trouble. As for the other 
species - a little variety assists in good health.

Small, subtle but beautiful - the Lemon Tetra. 
Photo by Waugsberg.

Densely planted aquaria are ideal for the Lemon Tetra. 
Photo by pastouch yapayaplu.



The sublime lemon tetra, Hyphessobrycon pulchripinnis
makes an excellent addition to the community aquarium!
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Kuhli Loaches!
Hailing from the warm waters of Asia’s hill streams,  lowland forest canals and peat bottomed 
ponds, the strangely appealing Kuhli Loach was once very popular with keepers of commu-
nity tropicals. Let’s be clear, the Kuhli Loaches aren’t going to win any top-model contests, 
but Kuhli Loaches have a certain charm that’s hard to define. Bizarrely, I think part of their 
appeal is that they aren’t always around. I remember having an aquarium in my bedroom 
that featured a few Kuhlis - I think a few times I thought they were lost - but they show up 
semi-randomly and put a smile on your face! I suspect I’ve even bred the species *with no in-
put of my own*, as a few times there seemed to be a few more Kuhli’s in my aquariums than I 
started with! Kuhli’s are comical creatures with interesting habits that are a highlight (despite 
their worm-like appearance and faces to forget!)

SIZE:
The species grows to around 8cm in 
length though rarely more than 1cm 
in diameter.

AQUARIUM SETUP & 
TANKMATES:
Kuhli loaches are shy creatures that 
are best kept in groups of 3-6 in-
dividuals. They don’t school per se 
- but they do live in small aggrega-
tions. They should not be your first 
fish in a new aquarium and instead 
should be added virtually last once 
the aquarium water is well aged. 

As they burrow, a soft substrate is 
a good idea. Despite the burrow-
ing they seldom uproot plants and 
I’ve not had issues keeping them in 
densely planted aquariums. More-
over, this is the best way to keep the 
species. Individuals kept with inad-
equate cover inevitably do poorly. 
As they’re largely out of sight most 
of the time you can mix all man-
ner of species with the Kuhli loach. 
Certainly all community tropicals 
are fine, dwarf cichlids are also fine 
provided there’s plenty of places 
for the Kuhli’s to hide should the 
cichlids show an interest in breed-
ing.

FEEDING:
Kuhli’s seem to make do with left-overs from the other fish, aquariums with a host of bottom 
dwellers (such as Corydoras species) may require additional feeding. One strategy is to feed 
some sinking foods immediately before switching off the lights in the evening, these foods are 
inevitably gone in the morning!

A deep, fine grained substrate  and a dense planting 
are ideal conditions to keep the Kulhi Loach.

Photo by FlubbelEmpire @ flickr.com 

AKulhi Loach poses with a pair of Botia species.
Photo by manannan_alias_fanch @ flickr.com



Fantastic, otherworldly, the noctural Kuhli is an amazing fish!
Photo by Budi Lukman.
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Close!
The species listed here were popular for a reason - 
they are great aquarium fish. Today they’ve been 
sidelined a little, but we hope this quick look back 
in time has inspired you to setup a new retro aquar-
ium or think about ways to feature to these fish in 
more modern settings! 

Looking for more impact?
Contact Redfish for advertising that reaches your market.

Redfish Magazine
Email: enquiries@redfishmagazine.com.au
Web: redfishmagazine.com.au
Facebook: facebook.com/redfishmagazine
Twitter: @redfishmagazine

photo by Khantipol 
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Retro styling. Photo by Katie Brady.

http://www.redfishmagazine.com.au/
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RETRO
DAMSELS
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Prior to the adoption of the protein skimmer and T5 light-
ing, the marine aspects of the fishkeeping hobby were very 
different. The hobby was very reliant on copper to treat 
various ailments (particularly protozoan parasites) that 
afflicted marine fish species. The copper of course was 
simultaenously a blessing and curse as while it assisted 
with the aforementioned parasites, it was toxic at these 
high concentrations to invertebrates. 

The combination of poor nitrogen cycle management, in-
appropriate lighting and copper rendered inverts beyond 
the reach of the almost all hobbyists. Fish then were front 
and centre, though the range was restricted by tolerance 
to nitrogenous waste. 

The pre-skimmer hobby was the age of the Damselfish. 
Somewhat maligned today for their aggressive/territorial 
behaviours, often relegated to cycling aquariums (as they 
are tolerant to less-than-perfect aquarium water) only 
to be returned to the aquarium store, to be replaced by 
something more exotic. But Damsels captured the passion 
of marine hobbyists past - and they’ve still got plenty to 
offer! Let’s explore some of old favourite from this group! 

INTRODUCTION

The genus Dascyllus includes all of the commonly en-
countered B&W damsels in the hobby. It is a small ge-
nus with ~10 species. The most commonly encountered 
members of the genus are the Domino and the Humbug 
Damsels.

Domino Damsels!
Aka: Threespot Dascyllus, Three-spot Damsel
Scientfic name: Dascyllus trimaculatus
Maximum size: 14cm
Origins: Indo-Pacific in reef-associated habitats.

WHAT’S GREAT?
The species is truly beautiful when small (at least in the 
eyes of this hobbyist), its behaviour is fascinating and it’s 
reef safe. From a husbandry perspective, the species is 
hardy and forgiving with respect to water quality. 

If you’re interesting in trying to breed marines, Dominos 
spawn readily in aquariums, though the fry are challenging 
to raise.

B&W DAMSELS

a host of juvenile Domino Damsels 
on a Haddon’s Carpet Anemone 

(Stichodactyla haddoni).Über cute 
when small, Dominos have a well 

deserved reputation for being bois-
terous - make the tank suit this 

damsel, as you can’t do the reverse!

Not as commonly available, this 
beautiful damsel is the Reticulate 

Dascyllus, Dascyllus reticulatus. 
Photo by Lakshmi Sawitri.



Domino Damsels form large social ag-
gregations in the wild!

Photo by Albert Kok
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WHAT’S NOT AS GREAT!
Mature Dominos aren’t as attractive as the juveniles, they 
tend to fade out in colour which is a bit of shame as the ju-
veniles are beautiful black fish. They are large fish that get 
to almost 6” -- this coupled with their territorial behaviour 
means that you need to be committed to the species and 
meet its needs (ie: if you want to mix it with other species, 
think VERY large tanks). There’s parallels here with the 
larger more aggressive cichlid species in the freshwater 
hobby. Keepers of large cichlids will tell you the appeal 
is in the behaviour, colour and interaction they get with 
their fish - damsels in a way provide the marine hobby 
with a similar experience. This isn’t surprisingly as the fam-
ily that includes the Damsels (and Clownfish) is sister to 
the Cichlidae.

Humbug Damsel!
Aka: Banded Humbug, White Tailed Damselfish, Zebra 
Humbug
Scientfic name: Dascyllus aruanus
Maximum size: 10m
Origins: Western-Pacific in reef-associated habitats.
Similar species: Dascyllus melanurus (can be distinguished 
by the extra stripe, thus it’s name Four-stripe Humbug)

WHAT’S GREAT?
On average this species is probably less aggressive than 
the Domino, but with these species this is a general rule, 
some individuals are hyper-aggressive. Like the Domino, 
this species is reef safe. In a fashion similar to the Domino, 
this species spawns readily in captivity. Fry are difficult to 
raise. If you’ve got a small reef and are looking for some-
thing striking, hardy and interesting - try a Humbug!

WHAT’S NOT AS GREAT!
Humbugs are territorial fish. While being reef-safe, there 
are some reports of nipping at hermit crabs and shrimp, so 
take some care here. They don’t tolerate other damsels or 
clowns.

The similar Four-striped Damselfish, grows to a similar 
size but can be distinguished by the stripe in the tail, ef-
fectively giving the species four stripes. Both species have 
similar husbandry requirements. The Humbug with three 
stripes is probably more frequently available, though it de-
pends on your location and where your local suppliers are 
collecting fish.
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Strikingly patterned, the Humbug 
Damselfish is a great addition to 

the reef aquarium provided its 
needs are met - its unwise to add 
this fish without being  across its 

requirements for tankmates.

 The Hawaiian domino damselfish 
(Dascyllus albisella), some aquar-
ists have found this species more 

challenging to keep. 
Photo by Dwayne Meadows

The similar looking Four-Stripe 
Damsel (Dascyllus melanurus) can 

be readily sourced.
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Domino Damsels. Big, bold and brash!



The genus Chrysiptera includes all of the commonly en-
countered blue damsels in the hobby. There’s ~30 species 
in the genus, with three species (C. cyanea, C. hemicyanea 
and C. parasema being the most commonly traded). Com-
pared the B&W Dascyllus damsels, Chrysiptera are saints, 
but they are still damsels, mix with caution!

Yellowtail Damsels!
Aka: Blue Yellowtail Damselfish
Scientfic name: Chrysiptera parasema
Maximum size: 8cm
Origins: Indo-Pacific in reef-associated habitats.
Similar species: As its name suggests the Yellowtail Dam-
sel has yellow only on the tail, while in the similar looking 
Chrysiptera hemicyanea, yellow covers much of the lower 
half of the body. Chrysiptera cyanea by contrast is almost 
exclusively blue. 

WHAT GREAT?
This species is better kept in groups, odd numbers are bet-
ter: 3, 5, 7 etc. Given enough room, more is better. This 
helps iron out some of the worst of the territorial behav-
iour. They are strikingly blue coloured fish which offset 
your reef beautifully! Probably the least aggressive dam-
sel. Reef safe. The species readily spawns in captivity. As 
with most Damsels, raising the fry is the challenge. If you’re 
up for it, these popular species could do with more captive 
breeders. There’s various websites with excellent informa-
tion foremost amongst them are the MBI (Marine Breeders 
Initiative and the Marine Ornamental Fish & Invertebrate 
Breeders Forums). 

WHAT’S NOT AS GREAT!
Don’t mix these with other blue Damsels. Carnage likely 
will ensue. Can pick on other non-damsel tankmates. Add-
ing the fish last can help, but doesn’t always. As with all 
Damselfish, some individuals are worse than others even 
within a species.

Azure Damsels!
Aka: Azure demoiselle, Half Blue Damselfish, Yellow 
Dipped Damsel
Scientfic name: Chrysiptera hemicyanea
Maximum size: 8cm
Origins: Indo-Pacific in reef-associated habitats.

This species is similar in behavour to Chrysiptera parase-
ma. Keeping in odd numbered groups is a useful method 
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Despite looking a little like a 
Chrysiptera damselfish the Cocoa 
Damselfish belongs to the genus  

Stegastes.

BLUE DAMSELS

a pair of South Sea Devils (Chry-
siptera taupou) photographed in 

Fiji.  Photo by Paul Asman  
and Jill Lenoble



Breathtaking blueness.
Crysiptera hemicyanea.
Photo by Budi Lukman
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TOP: Chrysiptera parasema, the Yellowtail Damsel. Photo by Budi Lukman.
BOTTOM: Chrysiptera cynaea, the Blue Damsel. Photo by Brian Gratwicke.



Not all Chrysiptera  species are blue, 
this striking fish is the Footballer Dem-
oiselle, Chrysiptera annulata.
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of diffusing aggression. Feeding, as per virtually all dam-
sels is without problems. These species readily consume a 
range of prepared foods. 

NOTE ON BREEDING
I’ve talked briefly in a few of the profiles on the breeding of 
Damselfish in captivity - this is too long a subject to cover 
in detail here. That said, if you’re keen on breeding marine 
fish (and you should be if you’re a passionate reefer!) then 
Damselfish have some very nice attributes that make them 
good targets for successful captive breeding programmes. 
Most notable amoung these is that they are not egg scat-
tering species and readily form pairs and spawn in captiv-
ity. As I’ve said, raising Damselfry is the challenge - but 
someone has to meet it!

It isn’t fair to say Damsels were only popular with hobby-
ists because they were hardy. There were other options 
and yet Damsels were the fish of the pre-skimmer age, 
they are fish with personality, fish with colour and fish with 
interesting behaviours. Sure, they’re no angels - but next 
time you’re in the aquarium store stop and check out these 
retro damsels, I think you’ll find they are rather pretty fish 
that deserve a better run in hobby than they currently ex-
perience!
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CONCLUSION

Subtle colours on this Dick’s Dam-
selfish (Plectroglyphidodon dickii).

Photo by Paul Asman  
and Jill Lenoble

The juvenile form of the Longfin 
Damselfish (Stegastes diencaeus).  

Photo by Laszlo Ilyes.

Blue Green Chromis, arguably the best species for the reef community. 
Photo by Andreas März
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Community Directory
International
Advanced Aquarist    http://www.advancedaquarist.com
Britain
Anglia Reef Club    http://www.angliareefclub.org.uk/
Bracknell Aquarist Society   http://bracknellaquarist.wordpress.com/
Bristol Aquarists Society   http://www.bristol-aquarists.org.uk/
Bristol Tropical Fish Club   http://www.bristoltropicalf ishclub.org.uk/
British Cichlid Association   http://www.britishcichlid.org.uk/
British Killif ish Association   http://www.bka.org.uk/
British Koi Keeeper’s Society (BKKS)
See website for UK sections   http://www.bkks.co.uk/
Catf ish Study Group   http://www.catf ishstudygroup.org/
Dunstable & District Aquarist Society  http://www.ddas.co.uk/
Federation of Northern Aquarium Societies (FNAS)
See website for list of associated clubs  http://www.fnas.org.uk/
Greater Manchester Cichlid Society  http://www.nekrosoft.co.uk/gmcs/
Hounslow & District Aquarists Society  http://myweb.tiscali.co.uk/hounslowf ish/
Ilford &District Aquarists & Pondkeepers Society http://www.ilfordaquarists.co.uk/
Preston and District Aquatic Society  http://www.nor thtrop.co.uk/preston.html
Reigate and Redhill Aquarist Society  http://www.networkclub.co.uk/rras/
Ryedale Aquarist Society   http://www.ryedaleaquaristsociety.co.uk/
Southend Leigh and District Aquarist Society http://www.southendaquarist.co.uk/
Strood and District Aquarist Society  http://www.stroodaquarist.co.uk/
Scotland
Federation of Scottish Aquarist Societies. 
See website for list of associated clubs  http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/scottish_aquarium_society.htm
Aberdeen Fish Keeper’s Club   http://sites.google.com/site/aberdeenf ishkeepersclub/
Greenock & District Aquarist Society  http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/greenock&district_as.htm 
Fair City Aquarist Society   http://www.faircityaquaristsociety.co.uk/ 
Union of Scottish Aquarists    http://www.f ishwebusa.co.uk/ 
Capital Aquarist Society, Edinbourgh   http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/capital_aquarists_society.htm 
Dundee & District Aquarist Society  http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/dundee&district_aquarist_society.htm 
Glenrothes Aquarist Society   http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/glenrothes_aquarist_society.htm 
Grangemouth Aquarist Society  http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/grangemouth_aquarist_society.htm 
Lanarkshire Aquarist Society   http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/lanarkshire_aquarist_society.htm 
Musselburgh & District Aquarist Society http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/musselburgh_a_s.htm 
Per th Aquarist Society   http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/per th_aquarist_society.htm 
Poecilia Aquarist Society   http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/poecilia_scotia.htm 
Workington & District Aquarist Society http://www.scottishaquarist.co.uk/workington_as.htm
Wales
Newport & District Aquarist Society  http://kimnp19.tripod.com/ 
Ireland
Irish Midlands Aquatic Society  http://midlandsaquatic.weebly.com/index.html

Be par t of our community!
Our current listing is primarily from Britain, if you’re par t of 
a f ishkeeping club or society on the Continent we’d love to 
add you to our list!
Email us at enquiries@redf ishmagazine.com.au 
to get listed here.

Photo by Hobvias Sudoneighm



We hope you enjoyed this issue.
Please, tell a friend about Redf ish.

www.redf ishmagazine.com.au

Contact Details
email: enquiries@redf ishmagazine.com.au

web: www.redf ishmagazine.com.au
fb: www.facebook.com/redf ishmagazine

twitter: @redf ishmagazine
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PO Box 109, Berowra Heights, 

NSW, Australia. 2082.
ABN: 151 463 759


