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Abstract

The large polychaete genus Polycirrus (Terebellida: Polycirridae) is revised based on a morphological study of the type 

material of most of the approximately 74 nominal species; 59 species, including a new species, P. coibensis n.sp., from 

the Pacific coast of Panama, are accepted as valid. All characters are reanalysed and discussed in the light of recent phy-

logenetic studies of terebellomorph taxa, and a standard set of characters is developed. Most of the 59 accepted species 

are redescribed and illustrations provided in order to facilitate future identifications of members of the genus. We desig-

nate a neotype for the type species of the genus, Polycirrus medusa Grube, 1850, and a lectotype for P. elisabethae McIn-

tosh, 1915, in order to stabilize the concept and type locality of these taxa. A replacement name is proposed for Polycirrus 

kerguelensis McIntosh, 1885, which is a secondary junior homonym of Ereutho kergulenesis McIntosh, 1885, viz. Poly-

cirrus macintoshi new name. Two species are newly synonymised: Polycirrus insignis Gravier, 1907 (senior synonym P. 

antarcticus (Willey, 1902)) and Polycirrus habitats Carrerette & Nogueira, 2013 (senior synonym, P. clavatus (Kinberg, 

1867)). In addition, several previously synonymised species are reinstated. All available names in the genus are tabulated 

with type species and type localities and their taxonomic status is assessed. A key to all valid species is provided.

Key words: polychaete, terebellid, systematics, key, new species

Introduction

Polycirrus Grube, 1850 is the most speciose genus of the family Polycirridae (Annelida: Terebellida). Until 

recently, Polycirridae was treated as a subfamily (Polycirrinae) under Terebellidae, but elevation in rank was 

required following the results of a comprehensive phylogenetic analysis of the terebellomorphs (Nogueira et al. 

2013). About 74 nominal species have been described worldwide (Glasby & Glasby 2006; Glasby et al. 2004; 

Fauchald & Bellan 2013), including four species recently described from Brazil by Carrerette & Nogueira (2013). 

The genus is characterised among polycirrids by having chaetigerous segments bearing both noto- and neuropodia, 

although both may be absent in some mid-body chaetigers in some species. Polycirrus species occur from the 

intertidal to depths exceeding 1500 m, often in soft sediments, but may also be found on reefs associated with 

algae, sessile invertebrates, dead shells, and coral. Unlike other terebellids, most Polycirrus species do not live in 

obvious tubes, although several species construct a temporary mucous sheath (Holthe 1986a; pers. observ.), 

incorporate sand grains into a rigid tube (Hutchings 1997a), or construct permanent thick tubes (J. Nogueira pers. 

obs.). 

Monophyly of Polycirridae is supported by three morphology based phylogenetic studies of Terebellida 

(Glasby et al. 2004; Garraffoni & Lana 2008; Nogueira et al. 2013). The only molecular study of Terebellida 

(Colgan et al. 2001) also found in favour of monophyly. By contrast, the position of Polycirridae within Terebellida 

remains uncertain. The first two studies found Polycirridae to be nested within Thelepodidae, whereas the most 

recent morphological study showed that Polycirridae is the basal-most clade of Terebellida. The molecular study 

(Colgan et al. 2001) found the former subfamily Terebellinae to be paraphyletic with respect to Polycirrinae. The 
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type material but having a sufficiently detailed original description that could be standardised using the present 

character set were accepted as valid provided they could be clearly differentiated from other species in the genus. 

Standardisation will facilitate future descriptions of species of Polycirrus as we are aware that many more remain 

to be described, including some in Australia and in New Zealand (four new species). However, well-preserved, 

intact specimens are needed and often they are damaged during collection. This study was based mainly on an 

examination of type specimens in order to clarify the validity of existing species; we have been unable to fully 

characterise the morphological limits of each species, apart from synthesing available data on intraspecific 

variability in the number of notochaetigerous segments and the first appearance of neuropodia. Future taxonomic 

studies of Polycirrus would be rewarded by a more thorough consideration of morphological variability, as 

currently we do not have a good understanding of the range of variability that can be accepted for each species. 

This applies in particular to intraspecific variation of uncini shape within each species and a better understanding of 

the form and distribution of nephridial papillae in relation to sexual maturity. 
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