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Isarachnanthus specimens from different localities in the Central Atlantic and Caribbean regions were
studied. All examined specimens belong to one widely distributed shallow water species, Isarachnan-
thus maderensis (Johnson, 1861). The synonymy of this species and possible reasons for such a wide
distribution are discussed. Isarachnactis lobiancoi (Carlgren, 1912) may be a larval form of I. maderensis.

Introduction

The North and Central Atlantic are among the most well-investigated regions of
the world ocean, however, information about cerianthids from these regions is still
very incomplete. According to Carlgren (1912a: 356-391, 1912b: 356-391, 1931: 1-10),
Danielssen (1890: 1-184) and Verrill (1873: 1-16, 1901: 51-62), there are approximately
10 species of cerianthids from the North Atlantic and adjacent regions of the Arctic
Ocean. Valid data on their distribution are known only for the North Sea, Mediter-
ranean Sea, and Norwegian Sea. Most species of cerianthids described from around
the islands of the Central Atlantic were reported only once. 

McMurrich (1910: 35) established the family Arachnactidae for several larval
forms and for the genus Pachycerianthus Roule, 1904. The diagnosis of the group
included larval forms with acontioids at the forth mesenteries, sterile second and third
protomesenteries, and long fourth protomesenteries (the first metamesenteries by
Carlgren). Later the genus Pachycerianthus was removed from the family Arachnacti-
dae and placed in the family Cerianthidae (Carlgren, 1912a: 40). Two other benthic
genera, Arachnanthus and Isarachnanthus, each of which contains only few species
(Carlgren, 1912a: 27-30, 1912b: 357-367, 1924a: 187-195, 1924b: 388-398) were described
in the family Arachnactidae but till now the family Arachnactidae remains an almost
entirely “larval” family with very few benthic forms.

Den Hartog (1977: 221-233) described a new species from the Caribbean, Arachnan-
thus nocturnus den Hartog, 1977. This species is common in shallow waters of Puerto
Rico, Jamaica, Curaçao, and Bonaire. Despite a very detailed description of the inter-
nal anatomy and a substantial discussion of the cnidom, some points have been
missed in the description. For example, there was no information about the arrange-
ment of the tentacles.

Another new species, Isarachnanthus cruzi Brito, 1986 (:173-181) was described
from the Canary Islands. This species is striking for having a cnidom which is almost
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identical to that of Arachnanthus nocturnus. To determine whether the two are separate
species, I have studied material from Curaçao and the islands of the Central Atlantic,
including specimens determined earlier as Arachnanthus nocturnus (Wirtz, 1995: 48-
49). Based on my examinations, I have decided that such similarity of the two species
from different genera cannot be explained only by fortuity or convergent affinity. 

Material and methods

Most material used in the work was obtained from the collections of the Rijksmu-
seum van Natuurlijke Historie (RMNH), now National Natuurhistorisch Museum
(National Museum of Natural History, NNM), Leiden, The Netherlands. The material
from Madeira was collected and kindly provided by Dr Peter Wirtz; additional material
from Granada was kindly provided by Dr L. Tochino. All material studied was pre-
served in 8-10% formalin in seawater, with preceding relaxation in menthol (see den
Hartog, 1977: 214-215) or without preliminary relaxation. To study the arrangement
and the structure of mesenteries, the preserved specimens were dissected longitudi-
nally, laid open, and fastened with pins to a paraffin-wax plate. 

Results

Suborder Penicilaria den Hartog, 1977
Family Arachnactidae McMurrich, 1910

Isarachnanthus Carlgren, 1924a
Isarachnanthus maderensis (Johnson, 1861) comb. nov.

Saccanthus maderensis Johnson, 1861: 305-306; Andres, 1884: 346.
? Cerianthus natans Verrill, 1901: 47; Pax, 1910: 167; Leloup, 1960: 11.
Cerianthus maderensis; Pax, 1908: 262-263.
pro parte Cerianthus membranaceus; Pax, 1908: 464-465, 497-498.
Arachnanthus nocturnus den Hartog, 1977: 221-230; Cairns et al., 1986; Wirtz, 1995: 48 (syn. nov).
non Arachnanthus nocturnus; Ocana et al., 2000: 107.
Isarachnanthus cruzi Brito, 1986: 174-181 (syn. nov.).
? Cerianthus spec. Torelli, 1963: 714-175.

Material examined.— Arachnanthus nocturnus RMNH Coel. 11362, holotype,
“Curaçao. Southcoast, Piscadera Bay, in front of Caribbean Marine Biological Institute,
between the entrance of the ‘inner’ Bay and Hilton Hotel, on sandy bottom with grav-
el, shells and dead coral boulders, depth ca. 1-5 m, 21.ii.1973, coll. P. Creutzberg Jr.
and J.C. den Hartog”; RMNH Coel. 11375, 1 specimen, “Curaçao, between Piscadera
Bay and Blauw Bay, sandy bottom in shallow water, 9.xii.1972, coll. P. Creutzberg Jr.”;
ZIN RAS, coel., 5 specimens. “CANCAP II. Canary Islands Expedition St. H20, North
coast of Gran Canaria, Las Palmas, 28°8’N 15°27’W, lagoon with sandy bottom and
seagrass, 2-6 m, 14.ix.1977, coll. J.C. den Hartog”; P.P. Shirshov Institute of Oceanolo-
gy RAS, 4 specimens. “Madeira, in front of Hotel Galomar Canico, 10 m, 31.x.2000,
coll. P. Wirtz”. 

Additional material: Pachycerianthus solitarius (Rapp, 1829) P.P. Shirshov Institute
of Oceanology RAS, 2 specimens, “Granada, S. Spain 14.xii.2001, coll. L. Tochino”.
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After a careful investigation of the type material of Arachnanthus nocturnus den
Hartog, 1977 (RMNH 11362), material from the Canary Islands (CANCAP II. Canary
Islands Expedition St. H20) and Madeira, I can confirm that all specimens belong to
the same species. The species has to be regarded as a species of the genus Isarachnan-
thus Carlgren, 1924. 

First it is necessary to explain the features separating Arachnanthus and Isarachnan-
thus. The key features of the genus Isarachnanthus include long and fertile protomesen-
teries 2 provided with acontioids (Carlgren, 1924b: 186-187). Unfortunately, some-
times this feature does not help distinguish species belonging to Arachnanthus and
Isaracnanthus. In fact, animals from the same local populations belonging to the same
species may both have and have not acontioids at protomesenteries 2 (Brito, 1986:
172). The taxonomic importance of this feature varies: Carlgren (1924b: 192) described
a specimen of Isarachnanthus panamensis without any traces of acontioids. The length
of protomesenteries 2 can also vary, and seems to depend on the degree of contraction
of the animal. From the literature (Cerfontaine, 1891: 32-39, 1909: 653-707; Carlgren,
1912a: 27-30, 1912b: 357-369, 1924a: 193-195, 1937: 177-180; van Beneden, 1923: 97-98) it
follows that in Arachnanthus species, the length of protomesenteries 2 does not exceed
or only slightly exceeds the lower border of hyposulcus. However, at least in some
specimens of Arachnanthus sarsi Carlgren, 1912a, the length of protomesenteries 2 can
reach about 3/4 of gastral cavity (Picton & Manuel, 1985: 343-349).

The structure of the acontioids is also used to separate these two genera. Aconti-
oids of Arachnanthus species consist of many mucous cells and very few nematocysts.
In contrast, acontioids of Isarachnanthus species consist of many nematocysts and a
few mucous cells (Carlgren, 1924a: 189). This feature is not good for routine determi-
nation, because it requires histological examination, and is useless in the case of speci-
mens without any trace of acontioids.

Another distinguishing feature for Arachnanthus and Isarachnanthus is the presence
or absence of an unpaired directive tentacle in the labial set of tentacles. This seems to
be a reliable feature for identifying most well-known species of Ceriantharia (McMur-
rich, 1910: 17-19; Carlgren, 1912b: 368-369, 1924a: 169-195, 1931: 1-10; Uchida, 1979:
185-199). All species of the genus Isarachnanthus develop an unpaired directive labial
tentacle (Carlgren, 1924a: 189-193; Brito, 1986:176); in contrast, species of the genus
Arachnanthus have no trace of the directive labial tentacle (Carlgren, 1912b: 368, 1924a:
193-195, 1931: 9, 1937: 177-180; Picton & Manuel, 1985: 345). This feature seems to be
useful for field identification of the Arachnactidae genera.

Johnson (1861: 305-306) described Saccanthus maderensis from Funchal (Madeira).
The type specimen of this species was never deposited in any museum and its inner
anatomy has never been described. Two other species of cerianthids are reported from
Madeira, Pachycerianthus spec. and Isarachnanthus nocturnus (Wirtz, 1995: 48-49, per-
sonal communication). Pachycerianthus spec. is a rather large animal, with up to 150
long, marginal tentacles and about the same number of labial ones. Based on external
appearance, the specimen described by Johnson is very similar to I. nocturnus, which
is very common in rock crevices in Madeira. Saccanthus maderensis has a small number
of tentacles (24 marginal and 25 labial), and a thin, slender body, about 11 cm long in
relaxed specimens. The colour of the animal described by Johnson (1861) is very simi-
lar to that described by den Hartog (1977: 224) for a young specimen of I. nocturnus
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from Curaçao, and to adult specimens from the Canary Islands (Brito, 1986: 176).
From this I conclude that S. maderensis is the senior synonym of I. nocturnus. 

Verrill (1901: 47) described a cerianthid from Bermuda. The type material of this
species was lost. Based on the brief description of Cerianthus natans Verrill, 1901, this
species could belong to the family Arachnactidae. Like most arachnactids, Cerianthus
natans has a small number of tentacles, but the number of marginal tentacles exceeds
that of the labial ones (38 and 24 respectively). The form and the colour of the polyp
also seem to be typical of Arachnactidae species. Cerianthus natans was collected from
shallow waters, in the habitat typical of Isarachnanthus maderensis. The synonymy
seems more evident when considering that the only other species reported from
Bermuda is Arachnanthus nocturnus (= I. maderensis syn. nov.) (Cairns et al., 1986: 192). 

Isarachnanthus maderensis is widely distributed in the Central Atlantic and
Caribbean. Additionally, there is a record of A. nocturnus from the Mediterranean coast
of Spain, province of Granada (Ocaña et al., 2000: 107); unfortunately the specimen in
the accompanying photo (p. 118) looks more like Pachycerianthus solitarius (Rapp, 1829).
In fact, the material from Granada coast, provided by Dr. Tochino, belongs to P. solitar-
ius. Thus, there are no reliable records of this species from the Mediterranean Sea.

The wide distribution of Isarachnanthus maderensis in the Atlantic and Caribbean
(Fig. 1) can easily be explained by planktonic larvae. Many cerianthid larvae live in
the plankton for several months (Leloup, 1932: 10-17; Carlgren, 1924b: 342-349); in
some planktonic larvae, gonad formation has been described (Vanhoffen, 1895: 1-10;
Bourne, 1919; Leloup, 1964: 256-257). Unfortunately, most cerianthid larvae are
known only from preserved material, and it is impossible to trace their development
to adult animals. There are only few shallow-water cerianthids in which larval
development has been investigated in detail: Cerianthus membranaceus Spallanzani
(Haime, 1854: 381-384; van Beneden, 1897: 54-56; 1923: 178-186), Cerianthus lloydii
Gosse (e.g., van Beneden, 1897: 52; 1923: 170-176; Riemann-Zürneck, 1968: 37-45)
and Cerianthus misakiensis Nakamoto (Song, 1989: 82). Unfortunately, we have no
information about the larval development of Isarachnanthus maderensis.

Fig. 1. Distribution of Isarachnanthus maderensis (filled circles) and Isarachnactis lobiancoi (outlined cir-
cles) in Atlantic and the Mediterranean Sea.
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There is a well-known cerianthid larvae, Isarachnactis lobiancoi (Carlgren, 1912b)
described from the Mediterranean Sea (Carlgren, 1912b: 357-367, 1924b: 375; Leloup,
1960: 3-10; Torelli, 1963: 169-177; Vive, 1966: 64). There are two species of the genus
Arachnactis described under the species name lobiancoi from the Mediterranean Sea: A.
lobiancoi Carlgren, 1912 and A. lobiancoi van Beneden, 1923. Torelli (1963: 170-173)
showed that these are two separate species. Arachnactis lobiancoi van Beneden, 1923, is
similar to the well-known species Arachnactis albida M. Sars, 1946. 

Early larval stages of Arachnactis albida from the Mediterranean Sea differ from
those of Arachnactis albida collected in the North Atlantic. The early planktonic stages
from the North Atlantic have longer marginal tentacles than the Mediterranean forms.
Furthermore, in the Mediterranean species, the unpaired directive tentacle in the mar-
ginal set of tentacles forms earlier than in the larvae from the North Atlantic (compare
van Beneden, 1923: 161-165; Leloup, 1960: 3-10). Apparently, all Mediterranean A. albi-
da belong to the van Beneden’s species A. lobiancoi (Torelli 1963: 176).

Torelli (1963: 170-173) considered Isarachnactis lobiancoi (Carlgren, 1912) the larva
of Arachnanthus oligopodus (Cerfontaine, 1890). However, A. oligopodus has no un-
paired directive tentacle in the labial set of tentacles; I. lobiancoi (Carlgren, 1912b) has a
well-developed directive labial tentacle at the stage with 16 marginal tentacles.

Although Isaracnactis lobiancoi (Carlgren) was previously recorded only from the
Mediterranean Sea, in the NNM, there is a specimen with 17 marginal tentacles col-
lected off Funchal Harbour (Madeira) (RMNM Coel. 24099) that belongs to I. lobiancoi
(Carlgren). From this, I infer that this species cannot be occasional for the Atlantic,
and has wider distribution than was previously thought.

Most morphological features of I. lobiancoi (Carlgren) are very similar to those of
I. maderensis. Both species have an unpaired directive labial tentacle and rather long
second pair of protomesenteries. Isarachnactis lobiancoi (Carlgren) has no acontioids at
protomesenteries 2; some specimens of Isarachnanthus maderensis from the Canary
Islands also have no acontioids at protomesenteries 2 (Brito, 1986). Unfortunately,
only few specimens of I. lobiancoi (Carlgren) have been captured and investigated (i.e.,
Carlgren, 1912b: 357-367; Leloup, 1960:10-12, Torelli, 1963: 169-177), and there is no
information about early planktonic stages of this larval form.
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