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1. A  new Giant Sea-star, M ithrodia gigas n. sp., from  South A frica .— 
B y  T h. M o r t e n s e n , U niversity  Zoological Museum, Copenhagen.

(W ith P la te  I  an d  1 Text-figure.)

S o m e  m onths ago I  received from  Dr. K . H . B arnard , S ou th  African 
M useum, Cape Town, photographs of a very  large sea-sta r which he 
had  received from  Mr. Bell M arley, D urban , who suggested th a t  it  
m igh t be a M ithrodia. The photographs le ft no doub t of its  being 
really  a  M ithrodia, and  a  new species, m arkedly  different from  the 
th ree  species of th a t  genus know n till now. Dr. B arnard  th e n  sent 
m e th e  specim en, asking m e to  describe it. On account of its being 
by  far the  largest of any  specim en of M ithrodia  h ith e rto  recorded, 
and , indeed, one of the  largest sea-stars know n, I  nam e i t

M ithrodia gigas n . sp.

R ays five, of som ew hat unequal leng th . The longest ray  is 
330 m m ., ano ther ray  is 310 m m ., and  th e  th ree  o thers 300 m m . long. 
The to ta l d iam eter th u s  is som e 600 m m . D iam eter of disk c. 90 mm.

The rays of the  dried specim en are c. 50-60 mm. broad, b u t clearly 
th e y  are n o t so b road  in  life. The specim en ev idently  has been dried 
d irec tly  from  the  sea, n o t first fixed in  alcohol or form alin, and 
therefo re the  dorsal w all of th e  rays has sunk  in  and th e  rays become 
flattened . P resum ably, th e  rays will be cylindrical in  life as in  the 
o ther M ithrodia  species, and  th e ir  d iam eter no t more th a n  c. 30-40 mm. 
They  are scarcely constricted  a t  the  base. The in te rb rach ia l angles 
appear to  be som ew hat rounded.

The disk is ra th e r closely se t w ith  low, alm ost spherical knobs, 
th e  largest of which slightly  exceed 2 m m . in  d iam eter; on the ir 
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upper surface th e y  are  densely set w ith  low, rounded  prom inences, 
producing a som ew hat scaly appearance.

These knobs continue a  little  m ore sparsely on the  dorsal side of 
th e  rays in  th e ir  basal half, becoming th e n  m uch more scarce in  the  
d istal p a rt, d isappearing alm ost com pletely, u n til a t  th e  tip  of the  
rays they  are replaced by  large, spherical knobs of up to  5 mm. 
diam eter (fig. 1). These large knobs are  likewise covered w ith small, 
scaly prom inences. There are no la rge spines on th e  dorsal side of 
disk and  rays.

Fig. 1.— Mithrodia gigas, n. sp. T ip of ray, natural size.

The dorsal skeleton consists of low ridges arranged  so as to  form  
m ore or less d is tinc t sta rs , in  th e  cen tre of which th e  knobs are placed. 
The whole dorsal side has ev iden tly  been covered by  a th ick  skin, 
in  which are  im bedded num erous sm all spinelets, th e  ridges of the  
skeleton th u s  hav ing  a very  finely g ranular, alm ost velvety  appearance. 
Also th e  larger knobs have been covered w ith such a ra th e r th ick  
skin.

On th e  sides of th e  rays th e  knobs increase in  num ber, b u t no 
larger spines are found here either, an d  only close to  th e  am bulacral 
furrow th e  knobs gradually  grow a  little  larger, passing very  evenly 
in to  the  ou ter adam bulacral spines.

The am bulacral, or furrow  spines are only four in  num ber; the
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tw o m edian ones are som ew hat stou ter an d  longer (4-5 m m .) th a n  
th e  tw o la te ra l ones, th e  la tte r  being, how ever, n o t rud im en tary . The 
inner adam bulacral spines are 5 -6  m m . long, s tou t, club-shaped, 
and  of th e  usual scaly-granular appearance, th e  side tu rn in g  tow ards 
th e  am bulacra l furrow  being p a rtly  m ore sm ooth. They form  a 
perfectly  regular series, one to  each adam bulacral p la te. The outer 
series of adam bulacral spines is, on th e  whole, very  inconspicuous, 
these spines passing very  gradually  in to  the  general covering of the  
oral side of th e  rays. No ven tro -la tera l series of spines or larger 
knobs observable. A t th e  tip  of th e  rays th e  knobs grow larger, 
globular, b u t no t so large as those of th e  dorsal side. The inner 
adam bu lacral spines do n o t th u s  transform .

As on th e  dorsal side a  th ick  skin covers th e  body skeleton and 
th e  knobs an d  spines also on th e  ven tra l side. E ven  th e  am bulacral 
spines a re  covered by  th is  th ick  skin, so th a t— on th e  p resen t, dried 
specim en—-the num ber of these  spines can only be ascerta ined  on 
cleaning aw ay the  skin (bv m eans of hypochlorite of sodium ). A 
very  ex trao rd inary  fac t is th a t  in  th is  sk in  covering th e  am bulacral 
spines are im bedded a num ber of sm all, sharp  granules or spinelets, 
so th a t  even the  am bulacral spines ge t a  scaly appearance like th e  
larger spines and knobs.

The oral edges, or jaw s, are rounded; the re  is no special oral 
a rm a tu re , only the  usual am bulacral and  adam bulacral spines, which 
are n o t larger here th a n  along the  am bulacral furrow.

The m adreporite is sm all, p a rtly  covered by th e  knobs. I t  is a 
l it tle  nearer th e  edge th a n  th e  cen tre of th e  disk.

The colour of the  live specim en was, according to  Mr. Bell M arley, 
purp lish  p ink, the  tip  of th e  rays m ore cinnam on red ; below pale 
yellow ish; th e  am bulacral fee t w hite. The dried specim en has lost 
th e  colour com pletely.

The specim en was caugh t on a  fish hook, having ta k en  to  th e  bait, 
fouling itself in th e  line. I t  was ta k e n  off P o in t Morgan, E as t 
London, on fishing grounds in  25-30 fathom s, on s tony  ground.

This is ano ther highly in te resting  addition  to  th e  rich  endem ic 
fauna of th e  seas along th e  S outh  A frican E as t Coast. Mr. Bell 
M arley is to  be sincerely cong ra tu la ted  on having secured th is , and  
so m any  o ther treasures of th a t  fauna. B u t it  is n o t enough to  leave 
i t  to  th e  casual catches on fish hooks or by traw lers (a good deal of 
in te resting  forms have been saved by  C aptain Pace). A real 
scientific investigation  of th is  sea is g rea tly  needed. I t  will be sure 
to  yield  m ost im p o rtan t results. The lit tle  we know  already  shows
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th is  area to  be one of th e  richest an d  m ost characteristic  zoogeo- 
graphical regions of th e  world.

The p resen t species differs strik ing ly  from  the  th ree  o ther species 
of th e  genus M ithrodia  h ith e rto  know n, M . clavigera (Lam arck) of 
th e  Indo-Pacific, M . bradleyi Verrili of th e  A m erican W est Coast and  
Plawaii, and  M . fisheri H olly of H aw aii. I t  w ould seem  the  nearest 
re la ted  to  M . bradleyi, which also lacks the  large spines on th e  
dorsal surface (in th e  ad u lt); b u t i t  differs from  all of them  in th e  
to ta l absence of long spines, in having only four am bulacral spines 
(in th e  o ther species c. 6-12) and  these  even covered w ith g ranu lar 
spinelets im bedded an d  lying loosely in  the  th ick  skin enclosing the  
am bulacral spines. F inally , th e  large spherical knob» on the  po in t 
of th e  rays is a qu ite  un ique feature.
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M IT H R O D IA  G IG AS, n. sp.


