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n December 1877 the U.S. govern-
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genus and species,the famous car-
cinologist christened it Bathynomus
giganteus (bathy=deep, nomus=
home).

The discovery of a gigantic deep-sea
isopod immediately aroused great inter-
est, and the species was soon mentioned
in a number of popular books on the deep
sea. The first published illustration of
the species appeared not in a technical
paper, but in a popular book, Filhol’s Vie
au fond des mers (“Life at the Bottom of
the Ocean”), published in 1885. In 1891,
Wood-Mason and Alcock reported on
three females of this species dredged
from the depths of the Bay of Bengal in
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The Coast Guard Steamer Blake. In 1877, under the supervision of the great
oceanographer and naturalist Alexander Agassiz, scientists aboard the
Blake captured the first specimen of Bathynomus giganteus in the West In-
dies region. Courtesy of the Hancock Foundation Library.

ceans, they occupy the lower surface at
the base of the antennae. Other isopods
usually have thirty to forty facets in each
eye, and most deep-sea and cave-dwell-
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hibit lower metabolic rates, and live longen;
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-ﬂ#e monstrous appearance of Bathy-
us is due in part to the first three
pairs of large, prehensile legs. These are
follo{wed by four pairs of ambulatory
legs, but all are armed with numerous
spines and end in sharp, curving “claws.”

The powerful mandibles, which possess
sharp incisors and tearing molar pro-
cesses, are typical of voracious carni-
vores. The mandibular jaws are followed
by two additional pairs of maxillary
jaws. These six head appendages work
together to hold, tear apart, and chew
deep-sea creatures that fall prey to
Bathynomus.

However, very few people have ever
seen Bathynomus in its own world, as
only deep-sea submersible vehicles al-
observation in the depths at which
eatures live. Based on the
wimming and large, mus-
it seems almost cer-
pture large and

-S€a bottom-
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e capture nets as
fter badly mutilated,

al distended guts,
had fed ravenously on
s fish during their journey to
e surface. The presence of large quan-
tities of radiolarians and sponge spicules
in the guts of different species of Bathy-

_nomus suggest that these isopods may

oreed as scavengers. Attack of living
preyiin the natural environment has yet
to be documented, but the presence of
copepods, fish scales, nematodes, and
shrimp remains in Bathynomus gut
samples reinforces suspicions of an om-
nivorous, predacious habit and rather
undiscriminating tastes. The enormous
size of these isopods also suggests that
they must consume a substantial diet,
although at the depth and temperatures
in which they live, their metabolism
may be quite slow.

No fossil Bathynomus have been dis-
covered, although one possible candidate



A juvenile that was success-
fully maintained at the New
York Aquarium. The voracious
and omnivorous Bathynomus
uses its powerful mandibles to
tear and cut apart its victims.
Photograph by Bill Meng,
courtesy of the New York
Aquarium and New York
2Zoological Society.

is a fossilized fragment dating from the
middle Miocene epoch (15 million years
ago) and discovered in the Okayama Pre-
fecture of Japan. Two other Cretaceous
(75 million years ago) isopod fragments,
both placed in the extinct genus Pelaega,
may also be bathynomids. One is from
Bedfordshire, England, the other from a
Texas formation. The fossil fragment of
Pelaega guadalupensis indicates that
the body length of this specimen approx-
imated a juvenile B. giganteus in size,
although it is not possible to determine
the stage of development from the frag-
ment. Unfortunately, isopods do not
fossilize well, and it is impossible to
ascertain with certainty the real taxo-

28 / TERRA, Vol. 25, No. 2 - Nov./Dec. 1986

nomic disposition of these three frag-
mentary remains.

Ap;lrt from a few taxonomic studies,
very little is known about Bathynomus.
This is due in part to the technical dif-
ficulties of sampling at great depths.
Bathynomids live below the limits of
SCUBA techniques and may be capable
of swimming fast enough to dodge most
biological dredges trawled from oceano-
graphic ships. With recent advances in
commercial and scientific deep-sea fish-
ing gear, such as baited free-release traps,
bathynomids are now caught more often,
though they still remain rare in research
collections. Catch size of the Japanese
species B. doderleini appears to be corre-
lated with the topography of the sea bot-
tom. This species is restricted to the
waters of the Kuroshio Current, off cen-
tral Japan, where it has been captured in
greater abundance on gentle slopes than
on steeper submarine inclines.
Preliminary experiments by Japanese
biologists suggest that B. doderleini

actively feeds at 8 degrees Celsius and
stops feeding at water temperatures be-
low 3 degrees C on the steeper slopes of
the northern Japan Sea, and in the waters
along the Pacific Coast of Japan north of
latitude 38 degrees north. Thus, the ab-
sence of bathynomids from these area
is possibly due to the extremely cold
temperatures, although the influence of
other environmental factors remains to
be investigated.

In 1976 collectors from the New York
Aquarium dredged up six large Bathy-
nomus giganteus off Pensacola, Florida.
The isopods ranged in size from 26 to 36
centimeters (10 to 14 inches). Another
collection was made in 1980, and in ad-
dition to mature males and females,
juveniles just 9 centimeters (3.5 inches)
in length were obtained for exhibit.
Gravid females carrying developing em-
bryos were also captured for exhibit.
Isopods have no larval stages; the em-
bryos and young states are brooded in a
pouch, or marsupium, in a fashion simi-
lar to marsupials. When the young hatch



and leave the mother’s brood pouch, they
closely resemble the adults, but lack the
seventh pair of legs. The New York
Aquarium specimens were successfully
maintained on morsels of fresh squid and
fish in a 450-gallon tank at 8.8 degrees C
(48 degrees F). To simulate their sunless
environment, but to allow public view-
ing, dim red lights illuminated the ex-
hibit. Their bizarre appearance, coupled
with occasional bursts of rapid swim-
ming movements, rolling from side to
side with straightened bodies, drew daily
crowds of observers to the aquarium.
Increasing numbers of Bathynomus
are now being caught by commercial
fishermen and scientists trapping red
crabs (Geryon) off Florida. The isopods
appear to survive the long trip of 600 to
1,200 meters to the surface, as well as
extreme pressure and temperature
changes, better than deep-sea fishes.
Very little is known about their physiol-
ogy, and it is not known if they suffer
decompression sickness. In an effort to
determine if deep-sea species can be re-

Sweeter than Crab
A Bathynomus Dinner for Eight

6to 8
fourteen- to fifteen-inch
Bathynomus giganteus

Place whole, crawling crustaceans,
one at a time, in a microwave oven
(550 watt). Cook on high power for
four or five minutes. Split cara-
pace, carefully avoiding breaking
the stomach open. Remove meat
(found mostly along the inside
of the dorsal carapace and around
legs); use meat in any recipe
requiring crab meat. The texture
is very similar to crab meat, but
tastes quite a bit sweeter. Serves 8.

Reprinted with permission from the
Association of Marine Laboratories of
the Caribbean Newsletter (June 1986).

Two juvenile Bathynomus

and a large, undeveloped egg
at the New York Aquarium.
Photograph by Bill Meng, cour-
tesy of the New York Aquar-
ium and New York Zoological
Society.

compressed at the surface so that their
natural activities can be observed, Dr.
Mary Wicksten and one of her graduate
students, Brian Cocke, at Texas A & M
University, are experimenting with
Bathynomus from the Gulf of Mexico.
If these creatures can be successfully
recompressed, it will be possible to mea-
sure their respiration rates and pho-
tograph their activity patterns under
conditions closely simulating their
natural habitat.

Regina Wetzer is Collections Manager
for Crustaceans in the Natural History
Museum’s Invertebrate Zoology
Section.
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