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SEA Nl!;TTU1) OR JELLYFISHES 

Sea nettles and jellyfi .shes are strange-looking, fr ee-sv'limming animals 
of the sea, ver-J common and widelJr dis tributed in the ' ocean from cold polar 
areas to warm tropical waters. The nUlT,erous tentacles hanginr; from the um
brella- like body of a jellyfish give it a certain r esembl ance to a well Imown 
character of Greek mythology . Hence, the name Medusa is often applied t. 
them. By slow pulsatinf, movements of t heir bodies the medusae swim near the 
surface of the water or drift passively wit h the tides. At tjJnes they swarm 
locally in very l a rge n~~bers and attract attention by their bizarre appear
ance and beautiful coloration . 

The l arge group of ori~anisms to vvhich the jellyfishes belong is called 
by scientists Coelenterates , the term l:leaning that in all these animals 
the body cavity (!l coel" in Greek) performs the function of a dir,estive tract 
or gut (enteron) . Hany of the complex organs or tissues such as heart, 
blood vessels, kidneys, brain, etc . , found in higher forms are absent in 
Coelenterates , which because of the r elative;! silnplicity of their anatomy 
are considered to b8 the lowest ambne the man~,-c elled a.nimals . 

Coelenterates are divided into three ma jor c:;r oups or classes . To the 
first one, the Hydro zoa , belong many smal l j ellyfishes , colonial or single 
pol yps , including the fr'3sh water 1-!ydra , a.nd a f ew s tony corals . The second 
group, Scyphozoa, includes most of the; l arger and best known marine medusae . 
Sea anemones , tho r ee f coral s, and s eG. fans compos e., the third I3rouP of s essile 
organiSl:lS lcno1'm as Ant~10zoa . 

The common names , j ellyfish and s ea nettle , denote the t vlO principal 
characters of these forms. The body of a j ellyfish is made of soft gela
tinous substance, about 96 percent of which consists of "-;'ater, while the 
living organs, tissues and mineral salts make up the r emaining 4 percent • . 
The viord "sea nettle" r ef ers to the pr es ence of stinginrs capsules, so-called 
'nematocysts, specia l micros copic structures us ed in the capture of food and 
for protection against the attack of cnemi es . Thes 8 characteristic capsules 
of Coel enterates arc rather complex and probably have differ ent functions 
to perform. It has been sh~vn that some may perforate the skin of the prey, 
while others ental1~le the prey mechanically or s ecret e a sticky fluid by 
which the victim i s held . The nematocyst is essentially an oval-shaped 
bag containing a hollow, spirally coi18d thr~ad 10catGd in a cell with a 
short protruding trigger, the pnidocil. It is of mi nute s i ze and can be 
seen only undur a microscope . 



' ., cn ·stimuiate d by c'1umical a ction or by contact, t he nomatocyst ·"ex 
plodes", the thread is t hrovm out a nd pen "tratGS the s urface of the body 
of the a?~roachin~ prey . The discha r Ge of the thread is accomplished by 
e ve rsion as when a fYlove finger is drmlTI off t h8 hand . The b asal end of , ., 
t he thread rna" be simple , or a rr.l d d th s t y l e ts, barbs, and projecting teeth . 
Some of t h3 nematocys ts arc fill ed with a light fluid whi ch apparentl y per
for ns a hydr ostat i c function in prev2ntin~~ the pr8y f r om breakine away under 
i t s mYn we i~ht . 

The stingin~ capsules, pa rticul arly numerous on t entac l es and mouth 
lips , ar c; found also anywher e over the b ody surfa c0 of a j e llyfish . Appar
entl~T they s <J crct e a poison vrhich may act by direct applicati on t o the skin 
·ri thout even puncturing it. The na ture of this s ubs t anc e is not kno'm . 
I n t he ma jori ty of sp,~ cies the pois on is not sufficierll:.ly strong. to be f elt 
by humans . The r e a r e , ho"cv~r, s '..;vcral spucie s of medusae Fhich inflict 
mor e or l ess S b v~re burns. It has boon r iJcordod , for instanc e , tha t in 
1921 hundreds of ba thc;rs suffer e d irrita tion from a l a rge j ellyfish Cyanea 
near tho mouth of J os ton Harbor. Cons i dor J.ble di scomfort and nuisc.nc e to 
vacationists i s caus ed a l so ev~ry sumr.l~r by Dact y lometra , a medusa fr equently 
occurring in vmr m southe rn "Vmt Grs . 

To the Portugues e £,1an-of -1)<.1r , Phys <.11 ia, be longs , hOH·cve r ', the question
a.b18 dis tinction of be ing the most d':l11gerous j ellyfi sh . A slight touch to 
the long t entacl es of t hi s boautiful anina l, o~sily r ecognizable by its bluis 
f loa t fill ed vrith a ir and protruding ove r the s urf.:lce of wnt er, C.:lUs e s s evor e 
pain a nd s erious inflar!lITlntion of tht~ skip . Consider o.blc caution should be 
exo r c i sed in ca tching or e v(m appr O[lC11i np; t his a njJ·;1al. Its t hin t cnto.clos , ~ 
invi s ible from the s urf<:tce of "om t or, (;xtend ovor !1'J.n:,r f eet a nd tra il behind 
t ho f loa t driven b:r Hind . Attempts to pic" it up v ith n ak (.:; d hi.U1ds and a rms 
r esult i n s (_rious injury Vfhich may r oquiro s cv~ral weeks of ·hospitaliza tion. 
The s t ing of some of t he tropi cC'-l medus<lG i s even more d,::.rigcrous than tha t 
of t he Portu~ucsc lbn- of- r-<lr and, as r ecords s ho,F , may be f o.t a l. 

All jel lyfi s hc.. s a r c c l nss8d into t HO dis tinct groups, the Hydromcdusau 
and Sc:rphomedusJ.c . H~Tdr om .;dusac 2.r o us ua lly sm2-11, v':"lryin(; in size from 
a p i n ' s head t o a penny . Th'...; s impl est of them nr e b ell-Sha ped or hcnisphcr
ic::l Y!i t h 3. p i.;ndulw:1- ljj·w s tructure , whic~ contD .. ins t he mouth .:l.nd stom2.ch, 
hangine; fr om t hL; c~.n t .. ~ r of ·:tn umbr(;lla . Four c .3.n .:ll s , r adinting from the 
stomach, a r ' j oined by a circul.:l r ca nnl loca t e d a r ound the edge of the um
brella . The number of t entC'-clos a ttached to the s vo[ol l cn bas us on thc margin 
of the umbr e l l:J. vo.r i os r oatly in diffor cnt gener "-l a nd s e rves as on..:) of the 
charClcters f or i d8nt i f i cC'- tion . All Hydromudus o.e ha vl: 0. thin flap of muscul a 
tiSSU3 , a II vo l um", running IBm a dio.phragm 2.round the inne r sid of thc 
.dgc of th(~ umbr ella . This is the s Wllaming or gan of thc animo.l. 

A t yp i cal fr ee-sHirmring hydromcdus.:l r cprcs L.nts th0 s exual f OrJJ1 ~fhich 
duvclops on ~~ colony of branchin8 pol yps a tt:l chod to rocks , pil ings or other 
submL. rg0d Cl:Jj 0CtS . Fr om the e gg , she d by tho m.Jdus a a nd f ortilize d in "-Iat er 
by sperm, . frce -svlimminf~ l a rva , c J.lled a "pl :mula ll , omer ges . nd eventually 
attach~s to s ome ob j ~ct and deve lops into a s essile p olyp ~vhich by budding 
and branc hin-> produces .., nl.}W colony . 
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Ll1{t; :J.ll j ullyi'is h,-,s th , 'truro L d oS. 

:J. rf'lod \ii t h s t j-- i;ino, culls , "'h_/ l ' ,d 'm Su 
e..l t oth ~ r mil:nls ~_s 1..!r~0 '.S th'_ 15 ,_ 1 v _S , 

Cttc fi) 'i 
11 c rust C( • 

The Portur~uc;30 )::m- of- .d r n,"ntion0d 1 )OVL; , 0,-10 _s ,0 

of '1ydroncdus '!(; known dS Siphono~:lor"s , 'lhL-' .ni, 1' 1 c onsis s 
colony comprisin., s .,v ('". r ,'i. l or::ld's o f indivi u.ls p_rfor-:in'J' 'l:'~_ 

tions , such 2.S c '.tc'lin :~ food , prote ction r'~Jrodu ~ i on tc , 
in cOr.unun i c :ltion with on0 '.no h" r thro I,h J. COlI. on a i -_:i;.i 'l <-:>. 
colony i s provid0d v i th :.~ flo:.t infLt ~ i' ith ; lS '.nd is 'ri t:~ 
the OC 'J1.n by Hind ,-nd currents . 

Scyphomedus J.e includo th,-- l lr 2;L- r , , xc1usiv_1.y Gtri:., j,l lvfish_s ',h'eh 
C:l.n b .) dis tinfju i s hL;d fr o[.1 Hydrorlc;dus ..... l- by the .bS":l c.: of; v"l ( . . I;: 

unde r thc ur.lbre ll" ) <:~nd the. ~)n_s"nc ,- of t~ cstric i i1 _" ,n ts in !1l S 0' .r • 
The s~xual produ cts .r (. dj.sch .rr,: .. throu(~ll th" liO :,h U1d ·l..V 1..,..., 'I" 0 1 
ova l - s hilp0d crc·' tur ... cov,~ r,.d ' .. it. ~l cilL! . It i s 1::; 0 . ':)ll.:ul." , 
.:l short p,~ riod of f r "L- 1iI...: it S l. ttL:;s on th ~ botto;~ i t3 up!)~r 

d vclops Q. mouth surr OUnd,Jcl by -,;, crOI :n of t ...:nt .clL!s , '\1' ic h I~ iv .... s tL.: 
the J.ppc a r :mc c of H~,rdr. l . Aft " r 2. t ir.l,-- SL! VLJ r 1 tr1.nsv l' ~ constri ~tjons .1' 

forned cmd th0 org: nis:'] nOl o' r 0s " nbl L;s ~~ nUll10,- r 01 5c. Cl. r ,- or boo .1., pil cl 
one: upon the oth~r. ~:'LC h of th,-s c s;.uce r s i s i n t r 1 i o· r .... d ~\ 'i: s .\ 
a nd duvolops into Cln ildul t nudus.: . 

Among the most COlilI.l0D Scyp ... :Ol':'l .,dUS .lt:: th .. b~s t kn O'lfIl i )roh·.bly h. 
white ,j ellyfis h, Aurc l i 1. . 'rhus ' fl ;~t , dis c - li,(. 1 ilH .l s \ it '. '1' .... t 
doliC l.t l.! t ..;nt ~cll- s h,". ging frOLl th..:. In- lr in of t'1, eL .• or 11 ~ .0 ur d . 
the entire Atlantic cOJ.st br Ol-din b throu ,hout t 1 SW1j, r . 

Th(; sp" clcl c;d j (. ll~rfish , iJ~~ctylol.L!tr'k , :md t _ r _d . 1 :ri'i"!1 
h1.v \,;! 1.1r(;1.d: r be en l:ll,ntion...:d ,,( s org .nisr.ls th ,t s110uld 'I) •.. voi l: 

th.) ir s tinginE; c ,-lls , \ ,hich proJ u c" ~ bUi_:. i nG 3, n.:> tion n 
s e rious injuriLJs . i,v .. r y s W.rn. r l-tu 7 (.. s, .r~13 of ..) .C:,rlO'1..:tr·. P!-',' 
Chcsap . ..: a k l- 3.:lY \:hc r " thC.:l consti t.u t\... .-:., Dr . _t n11i::, ,1 C, to fL'l rr ... 11 

Cya n ..:. : ..... is the l·~rli(;s t ,j.Jllyf i s'l kno\ ln to :nh_~i t th .. 'v • 

1:1en v;i th <1 d i s c s";Vl.n .::nd ;t h .1 ': \..0 t in i i :.r .d/~ r '~nJ t ... 1t.C 1 s 
ov : r 100 f cu t \I '~ ~. obs. rVvd i n ; I s s ~ C 11U ,tts .... ~' '.J:' th·, f !'10 S 

tur .~list , ' l ,,:nnC.cr .. ~ '.ssiz . Us u '~lll t h . C;'''..YL. fo 'id i1 0 l' 

r:lU 1 sO.1.11...:r, v ·,.ryinc: fron ~( to 20 inchc-s i n . . . : _L r . 
.r 

A Il1 'lss i v,-- gl. l ·.l tinou ' Ithizos t oI.1:'.. i s of in t o r ,5 b c ~u \.. it : .s no t 
t c~clcs ~.nd is dl" void of' tr l. Lo th . I t s l i p_ l-}. _ f .1 ";.0' t . 
a solid ]',1.1.S5 pc-DC tr .~ tc... d b,Y fin\~ c J ·.1 .... './~1ich co _ . . r. • t~ i i ., th l' :or 
throu~h numl.r ous tiny por .. ~ ill to " ''lic 1 f ood i t,\... , 

iI-my of th" 
fl 'lshc s of bl is 
bo ·~t . 

p~osp~orcs Lnt '~ ni ht 
;h",n s tir 1 ~ t lJ:i' .v,-s or th.. ,. 
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Ctenophores . Vor?' comraon jel lyfi s hcs knorm o.s So , G.os l.be rri,~s consti
tute .J. d is t inct gr oup , not n.. l,'J. t~d to Cou l (;nt_.:!~ . Th~y differ from trUG 
medusae by th,-, priJS Uncc of i, i ght Tnl.: rici i on 1 1' 0 fS of pl 'ltos e,wh h ' vinES the 
appear 'mc G of J. sJ:nll comb . I-Lmc :: , th0 schmtif ic nam .: Ct e:nophorcs from 
Grcek "ctcmos " - fl. cOlab imd "f,)r o i ' - t o b c, lr . 

The body of :1 Ct '_mophor c i s r:lO r (; or 1-;8S spherical or p~·_r-8 h; .... p,--d 
with J. pl.ir of l ong t ()nt ')_ch~ s ,:;x tunding froli! it . l'h(.·y l .. ck th : s tinginG 
c 3.psul\.~ s of CO t)Lmtur :l. t l)S but a r u provided lIri th pG cul i J.r .J.dh:,s ivl. c ells 
loc ltcd on th~: t unt:lc l cs 'which aid i n c 1.pturin~ pr ey . I n s,rim ing they 
.J.r '-.. pr opelled b:r n synchroni zcd b~.c~ tin ~~ J.long the • .; i ght rOHS of com1J pl" t es . 
CtGnophores of t on occur in unor mous schools clog ~ in~ fish,j rr:cn 1 s n ,-: t s ;~nd 

dcpl(,~ tinF; the 'nt,~ r of SJ:l.:.ll crustctcc.:--.ns .:1nd oth2r or ",ni s ,18 ilhic '1 consti 
tut ,:; the.; food of yOUl1~ f t s hes . Fr,:;qw;ntly the l :l.tccr .::. r e cneulfiJd by these 
dcli~.ttc but vor.J.c ious cre ~tur(;s . L'1 t : is ,\ i2.Y , like true j ul lyfisht:s, thu 
Ctenophore: s may C :--~US ,j d,"lT.l~:.g,-- t o our fishes destroying the y oun or cutting 
dovm th8 suppl y of t hL! il" food . 

A t n i ght thc.;y di splay br,.~:utiful phosphoro.]s c L. ncQ . 
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