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Abstract. An enormous new species of scyphozoan jel­
lyfish, Chrysaora achlyos, is described from the eastern 
Pacific. The description is based primarily on color pho­
tographs and video footage of living animals and the 
morphology of four specimens collected in 1989. The 
natural history, life cycle, and sporadic appearance of the 
species all are unknown. The species appeared most re­
cently in large numbers in 1989 but has appeared at least 
twice previously in this century; published photographs 
(unlabeled or incorrectly identified) appeared in 1926 
and 1965. The species is easily distinguished by its size 
and coloration from other known species in the genus, 
all of which are considerably smaller. Morphological 
characters are described, and limited data on nematocyst 
types are presented. Because of the size of the new species 
and the known potency of the sting of congeners, we 
mention briefly the possible consequences of human 
contact. 

Introduction 

In late 1989, an undescribed species of scyphozoan jel­
lyfish was seen in large numbers off southern California 
and Mexico (Martin and Kuck, 1991). The very distinc­
tive medusa was described as being large, with a bell di­
ameter of 20 to 40 cm in preserved specimens but reach­
ing an estimated 1 m in live individuals. Long, delicate 
tentacles and relatively thick oral arms extended perhaps 
6 m below the bell in life. The bell was mostly dark pur­
ple to black in coloration (Martin and Kuck, 1991). Con­
sultation with experts in the field confirmed that the spe-
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cies belonged in the genus Chrysaora but clearly was 
none of the known species in that genus (R. Larson, pers. 
comm.; see also Larson, 1990; Larson and Arneson, 
1990). Interestingly, the species had been photographed 
before but not described; Martin and Kuck (1991) attrib­
uted photographs appearing in Crowder (1926) and Hal-
stead (1965) to this species. The Crowder photograph 
was labeled only "black jellyfish" and was published in a 
popular magazine. The photographs in Halstead (1965), 
one of which was reprinted in Halstead (1992), deserve 
special mention. Both photographs were incorrectly 
identified as Cyanea capillata, a species not at all similar 
to the new Chrysaora in aspects other than size, and were 
attributed to P. Saunders, who worked exclusively in the 
Pacific. Halstead's label indicating that the photographs 
were taken off" the coast of Florida is therefore obviously 
an error. Since 1989 the animal has been the subject of 
several popular articles (see synonymy below) and at 
least one film (Nature's Seasons in the Sea, National 
Geographic/Thirteen-WNET and Howard Hall Produc­
tions, 1990). 

Despite the fact that large numbers of individuals 
came ashore in the fall of 1989, and that shoals of hun­
dreds of these animals were seen and photographed, few 
collections were made. We are aware of only four speci­
mens. Three are housed in the Natural History Museum 
of Los Angeles County (LACM), and one is at the Ca-
brillo Marine Aquarium in San Pedro, California 
(CMA). All specimens are in poor condition, with only 
the bell intact. All tentacles are missing, and only pieces 
of the oral arms remain. 

Since the Martin and Kuck paper, concerted efforts 
have been made to properly describe the new scypho-



NEW PACIFIC SCYPHOZOAN 

Figure 1. Chrysaora achlyos, new species, in situ photograph taken by members of Howard Hall Pro­
ductions film crew off Coronado Norte, Islas de Los Coronados, northern Baja California, Mexico, July 
1989. Side view of intact animal in front of diver; bell diameter estimated at 1 m. Note distinctive color 
pattern, length of tentacles, and especially length of combined oral arms (estimated to be 6 m), which trail 
to bottom right of photograph (terminating beyond frame of photograph). Used by permission of Howard 
Hall Productions. 

zoan on the basis of nematocyst ultrastructure, allo-
zyme electrophoresis, immunology, and morphology. 
Unfortunately, because of the paucity of specimens and 
their poor condition, a full description of this interest­
ing animal by modern standards apparently is not pos­
sible. We describe it here primarily on the basis of gross 
morphology, color, and limited information on nema­
tocyst types. 

Materials and Methods 

Specimens were collected either dead or dying in the 
surf zone from several areas along the southern Califor­
nia coast in late 1989 (see Material examined under Re­
sults and also Martin and Kuck, 1991). Photographs of 
living animals (Figs. 1, 2) and video footage taken off the 
coast of Coronado Norte, Islas de Los Coronados, north­
ern Baja California, Mexico, in July 1989, were kindly 
sent to us by Howard Hall of Howard Hall Productions. 
All three preserved LACM specimens were initially fixed 
in formalin and later transferred to 70% ethyl alcohol. 
These specimens, preserved in 1989, were subjected to 
histological examination 7 years later. Tissue samples 
were taken from the edges of the bell and lappets, and 
were embedded in paraffin and stained with hematoxylin 
and eosin as well as Masson's trichrome. The sole CMA 

specimen was preserved in ethyl alcohol and was not 
subjected to histological examination. 

Results 

Order Semaestomeae 
Family Pelagiidae 
Chrysaora achlyos, new species 

Black Jellyfish.—Crowder, 1926: 190 (photograph 
with caption only). 

Cyanea capillata (Linnaeus).—Halstead, 1965: plate 
43 (misidentification of two P. Saunders photographs, 
incorrectly attributed to coast of Florida).—Halstead, 
1992: plate 86 (one of the same photographs that ap­
peared in Halstead, 1965). 

Giant pelagic jellyfish.—Hall, 1990: 29, 2 unnum­
bered figures. 

Purple jellyfish.—Cranston, 1993: 2-3 (photograph 
with caption only). 

Large Jellyfish.—Whiteman, 1996: 19 (photograph by 
H. Hall). 

Unlabeled figure.—Straus and Lisowski, 1997: 509 
(photograph by H. Hall). 

Chrysaora sp.—Larson, 1990: 549 (Table 1).—Martin 
and Kuck, 1990: 64 (abstract).—Larson and Arneson, 
1990: 130.—Kuck and Martin, 1990: 48 (two pho­
tographs by H. Hall).—Martin and Kuck, 1991: 89, figs. 


