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FIRST DESCRIPTION OF THE KARYOTYPE AND Ag-NORs
LOCALIZATION OF STEPHANOLEPIS SETIFER (BENNETT, 1831)

(TETRAODONTIFORMES: MONACANTHIDAE) WITH REMARKS ON SEX
CHROMOSOME DIFFERENTIATION

ABSTRACT: A cytogenetic study of Stephanolepis setifer by conventional Giemsa stain and localization of Nucleolus
Organizer Regions (NORs) by silver staining is reported. Females possess a diploid chromosome number of 2n=34, all of which
are acrocentric, Males exhibit a karyotype with 2n=33 chromosomes, consisting of 32 acrocentric chromosomes including
two unpaired acrocentric chromosomes, and one medium-size metacentric chromosome. The results suggest the presence of
a multiple sex chromosome system of X1X1X2X2/X1X2Y type. The X1 and X2 chromosome sizes suggest that the
metacentric chromosome is derived from Robertsonian fusion between the original Y chromosome and an autosome which
probably corresponded to one element of the pair 16 and another of the pair 17, resulting in a neo-Y sex chromosome. Silver
staining of metaphase spreads revealed a single pair of Ag-NORs interstitially located on the chromosome pair numbered 7.
The comparison of our results with previous reports in Tetraodontiformes species suggest that its evolutionary divergence has
been accompanied by macrostructural karyotype changes as far as microstructural alteration in NORs cluster.

Key words: Cytogenetic, multiple sex chromosomes, Ag-NORs

RESUMEN: A cytogenetic study of Stephanolepis setifer by conventional Giemsa stain and localization of the Nucleolus
Organizer Regions (NORs) by silver staining is reported. Females feature a diploid chromosome number of 2n=34 chromosomes,
all of which are acrocentric. Males exhibit a karyotype with 2n=33 chromosomes, consisting of 32 acrocentric chromosomes,
including two unpaired ones and one medium-size metacentric chromosome. The results suggest the presence of a multiple sex
chromosome system of the X1X1X2X2/X1X2Y type. The size of chromosomes X1 and X2 suggests that the metacentric
chromosome is derived from a Robertsonian fusion between the original Y chromosome and an autosome, probably
corresponding to one element of pair 16 and to another of pair 17, resulting in a neo-Y sex chromosome. Silver staining of
metaphase spreads revealed a single pair of Ag-NORs interstitially located on the seventh pair.  The comparison of our results
with previous reports in other Tetraodontiforme species suggests that their evolutionary divergence has been accompanied by
both macrostructural karyotype changes and microstructural NOR alterations.
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INTRODUCTION

The order Tetraodontiformes is represented by 101
genera and 357 species; most are marine, although 14 of
them occur only in freshwater and another eight may be
found in freshwater (NELSON 2006). Within the
Tetraodontiformes, the Monacanthidae includes about 32
genera and 102 species (NELSON 2006; ACERO & POLANCO

2006). The pygmy filefish, Stephanolepis setifer, is a
monacanthid which occurs in the Western Atlantic from
North Carolina to Brazil, including Bermuda, the Gulf of

Mexico, and the Caribbean Sea (MATSUURA, 2002).

Cytogenetic studies of Tetraodontiformes have, thus
far, covered only about 17% of the species (ca. 60 species)
but have characterized the group as karyotypically very
diverse (Table 1). With the aim of contributing to the
cytogenetic knowledge of Tetraodontiformes, in the
present study we report the karyotype and the localization
of Ag-NORs for Stephanolepis setifer, with remarks on
sex chromosome differentiation in the species.
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MATERIALS  AND  METHODS

Four males and six females of Stephanolepis setifer
collected with inshore fish traps in Cubagua Island,
Venezuela, were analyzed. Their sex was established by
external sexual dimorphism (second soft dorsal-fin ray
greatly prolonged in mature males  Fig. 1) and confirmed
by the presence of well differentiated testes or ovaries
during dissection of the fishes. Voucher specimens are
deposited in the Fish Collection of the Escuela de Ciencias
Aplicadas del Mar at Universidad de Oriente.

Chromosome preparations were obtained from cephalic
kidney cells by conventional air-drying techniques
(BERTOLLO et al. 1983) using stimulation of mitotic activity
(LEE & ELDER 1980). Silver-stained Nucleolus Organizer
Regions (Ag-NORs) were obtained as described by
HOWELL & BLACK (1980). The best metaphases were
photographed using a Motic camera and images were
digitally processed using the Adobe Photoshop CS2
software. The chromosomes were classified according to
the arm ratio (LEVAN et al. 1964). Fundamental number (NF)
was determined considering subtelocentrics (ST) and
acrocentrics (A) as having one chromosome arm and
metacentrics (M) and submetacentric (SM) as having two
chromosome arms.

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

Tetraodontiform fishes display diploid numbers and
karyotype formulae that include exclusively acrocentric
chromosomes as well as very differentiated and distinct
karyotypes with chromosome numbers ranging from 2n=28
to 2n=48, and NF values from 33 to 78 (Table 1).

In female S. setifer the karyotype has 2n=34
chromosomes, all of which are acrocentric. Males exhibit a
karyotype with 2n=33 chromosomes, consisting of 32
acrocentric chromosomes including two unpaired
acrocentrics, and one medium-size metacentric
chromosome. This result suggests the presence of a
multiple sex chromosome system of X1X1X2X2/ X1X2Y
type in S. setifer (Fig. 1). This multiple sex chromosome
system requires the attachment of the Y chromosome to
an autosome by translocation or Robertsonian fusion,
which results in males and females having different diploid
chromosome numbers and different numbers of metacentric
and acrocentric chromosomes (e.g. UYENO & MILLER 1971;
THORGAARD 1978). The X1 and X2 chromosome sizes in S.

setifer suggest that the metacentric chromosome is derived
from Robertsonian fusion between the original Y
chromosome and an autosome which probably
corresponded to one element of the pair 16 and another of
the pair 17, resulting in a neo-Y sex chromosome.

Identifying which sex is heterogametic and which is
homogametic provides information about the sex-
determination mechanism present in the species (DEVLIN

& NAGAHAMA 2002). Five different systems of sexual
chromosome determination (ZZ/ZW, XX/XY, XX/X0,
X1X1X2X2/X1X2Y, XX/XY1Y2 and ZZ/ZW1W2) have
been identified in neotropical fish (NIRCHIO & OLIVEIRA,
2006; ALVES et al. 2006). The main evolutionary events
that determine sexual chromosome systems include
additions or deletions of heterochromatic blocks (e.g.
PHILLIPS & IHSSEN, 1985; ANDREATA et al. 1992; CANO et al.
1996; STEIN et al. 2001), reductions in chromosome size
(e.g. PARK & KANG 1979), increments in chromosome size
(e.g. GALETTI et al. 1981), and chromosome rearrangements
(e.g. UYENO & MILLER 1971; THORGAARD 1978; BERTOLLO

et al. 1983; de ALMEIDA TOLEDO et al. 1984; PEZOLD 1984;
VITTURI et al. 1991).

Among Monacanthidae, the genera Cantherhines,
Navodon, Paramonachantus, Rudarius and
Oxymonacanthus have been reported as possessing
exclusively subtelocentric or acrocentric chromosome
complements with the same diploid number in both
genders, but for the species so far cytogenetically
analyzed of the genus Stephanolepis, except for S.
japonicus, a multiple sex chromosomes of the X1X1X2X2/
X1X2Y type as the one here reported for S. setifer have
been reported also in S. cirrhifer, and S. hispidus (Table
1). Since the occurrence of cytologically differentiated
sex chromosomes in marine fishes appears to be rare
(GALETTI et al. 2000), the presence of differentiated sex
chromosomes only in Stephanolephis suggest that this
mechanism might be a derived feature of the genus.
Additional studies in different tetraodontiform species
will be important to know if those sex chromosomes
originated only once in the order or, alternatively, this
was a common feature for the group.

NOR-silver staining is one of the methods used to locate
18S and 28S rRNA cistrons in chromosomes (HOWELL &
BLACK 1980) and requires transcriptional activity of the
ribosomal genes during the preceding interphase (see
HUBBEL 1985, SÁNCHEZ-PINA et al. 1984, JIMÉNEZ et al. 1988).
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Table 1. Table 1. Chromosome number in tetraodontiform species. a: acrocentric, st: subtelocentric, sm= submetacentric, m=metacentric.
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Silver staining of metaphase spreads revealed a single
pair of Ag-NORs interstitially located on the chromosome
pair number 7 (Figure 1). As far as ribosomic cistrons are
concerned, silver impregnation performed on some
Tetraodontiformes species has revealed that NOR
localization in this group is also a cytogenetically variable
feature. Indeed, a survey of Brazilian tetraodontiforms
(BEZERRA 2007) showed a single NOR located interstitially
on chromosome pair number 2 in  Melichthys niger
(Balistidae), pericentromerically located on pair 7 in
Cantherhines macrocerus and on pair 5 in C. pullus

(Monacanthidae), terminally located on the short arm of
the metacentric chromosome pair number 2 in Sphoeroides
testudineus (Tetraodontidae), and on the tips of the short
arms of the subtelocetric pair number 7 in Chilomycterus
antennatus (Diodontidae).

 The high diversity of karyotypes indicates that the
evolutionary divergence in tetraodontiforms has been
frequently accompanied by macrostructural
rearrangements that originated different diploid number.
On the other hand, the occurrence of Ag-NORs in different

Continuación Tabla 1
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chromosomes and positions also shows that
microstructural changes were fixed in karyotype evolution
in tetraodontiforms.
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