
Introduction

Leptochiton asellus (Gmelin, 1791) is a small (maximum 18
mm in length) Polyplacophora species which seems to be
quite common in the Northeast Atlantic waters. It is usu-
ally found at depths ranging from 0 to 450 m and more
frequently between 0 and 100 m, on hard substrates with
muddy surroundings (Dell’Angelo & Smriglio, 1999).
Kaas & Van Belle (1985) did not include the Mediterra-
nean in the distribution of this species. Furthermore, re-
cently, Dell’Angelo & Smriglio (1999) stated that the
species is reported by various authors as being present
in the Mediterranean and that “Lucas (1968) reported
the presence of the species at the Baléares”. The authors
also stated that the presence of the species in the Medi-
terranean has still to be confirmed and they figured a
specimen doubtfully coming from the Balearic Islands.

Material and methods

Recently one of us (P.O.) found two specimens of Lepto-
chiton asellus in a sample of bioclastic sediment which
was present inside an amphora brought up by fisher-
men from the Island of Limnos, Greece. The specimens,
although slightly curled still possess the dried soft
parts. One of the specimens has the head valve missing
and a few patches of ferruginous deposits on the val-
ves; the other is well preserved (Fig. 1). The specimens
are nearly equal in size and have an approximate ex-
tended length of 7 mm and a width of 5 mm.
The material was trawled from a depth of 600 m, but
the type of substratum is unknown. Nevertheless, the
material included empty mollusc shells of Benthonella
tenella (Jeffreys, 1869), Alvania cimicoides (Forbes, 1844),
eight species of pteropods, commonly found in the Me-
diterranean, and a few loose valves of Cyclopecten ho-
skynsi (Forbes, 1844).

Discussion

The species, like most of its congeners, possesses a
sculpture of densely packed, round to oval pustules or-
namenting the tegmentum of the valves. These pustules
are arranged in longitudinal series on the pleural areas.
In specimens originating from the Atlantic the lateral
areas have 15-20 radiating striae of pustules (Kaas &
Van Belle, 1985). The radial striae are always dented
with a few growth marks. The only difference in shell
morphology of the present material from that of the
Atlantic specimens is the lesser number of radial striae
on the lateral areas, 10-12 vs the 15-20 of the Atlantic
specimens. This is due to the smaller size of the present
specimens, because these striae increase by interpola-
tion as the animal grows.
It is difficult to assess the type of habitat of Leptochiton
asellus from this finding, because during a trawl numer-
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Fig. 1. The best preserved specimen of Leptochiton asellus (Gmelin,
1791) from Greece (about 7 mm in length).

Fig. 1. L’esemplare meglio conservato di Leptochiton asellus (Gmelin,
1791) dalla Grecia (circa 7 mm di lunghezza).



ous types of habitat may be encountered. In this partic-
ular case the specimens may have been carried by chan-
ce into the amphora from their habitat during the trawl.
This is the first concrete record for the presence in the
Mediterranean of this polyplacophoran. Curiously, no
specimens of this species had ever been recorded from
the central Mediterranean, which leaves a large blank in
its area of distribution at this region. This is certainly
not a lessepsian species arriving through the Suez Ca-
nal. Moreover, to state that the species could have ar-
rived here through shipping, would also be extremely
doubtful. The probability is that the species, like a few
other Atlantic molluscs being discovered recently in the
Mediterranean, has always been present here, and it
was not discovered because of its deep or difficult to
sample habitat. L. asellus seems to prefer the colder wa-
ters, which in the Mediterranean are always found at
great depths.
The species seems to be able to adapt itself to different
alimentary habits, because at these depths no algae
would survive. However, it is a well known fact that
most deep water Polyplacophora species are known to
feed on organic material such as sunken wood.
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