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The re-discovery of the rare hydroid Clathro-
zoella drygalskii (Vanhöffen, 1910), found in the
collections of the New Zealand Oceanographic
Institute (NIWA), Wellington, New Zealand and
subsequently in those of the Museum of Victoria,
Melbourne, Australia, was reported previously (Ver-
voort and Watson, 1996). This species, originally
described as Clathrozoon drygalskii Vanhöffen,
1910, after Antarctic material collected by the Ger-
man South Polar Expedition, was initially referred
to the family Clathrozoidae Stechow, 1921, because
of similarity with Clathrozoon wilsoni Spencer,
1890. This resemblance is based on the presence, in
both species, of ‘false hydrothecae’, composed of
perisarc tubes with a core of coenosarc. Clathro-
zoella drygalskii differs by the presence of a bottom

in that ‘false hydrotheca’, formed by part of the wall
of the preceding ‘false hydrotheca’. The polyp is
attached to that bottom, communicating with the
coenosarc in the tubules. In Clathrozoon wilsoni and
its relatives the one-layered ‘false hydrotheca’ is
fully embedded in perisarc tubes; the hydrothecal
bottom is open and the various hydranths are in
direct contact through a system of coenosarc tubes
in the interior of the colony as occurs in the majori-
ty of thecate hydroids. Those structural differences
induced Stechow (1921, 1923) to institute the genus
Clathrozoella for the reception of Clathrozoon dry-
galskii, though maintaining its position in the fami-
ly Clathrozoidea, close to the Lafoeidae A. Agassiz,
1865. Both Hirohito (1967) and Bouillon (1985,
1995) expressed doubts concerning the correctness
of that view, Hirohito even going so far as to remove
Clathrozoella from the Clathrozoidae, however
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SUMMARY: Study of the material of Clathrozoella drygalskii (Vanhöffen, 1910), a hydroid initially referred to the thecate
hydroids but probably better classified in athecate hydroids along with such families as Hydractiniidae and Solanderiidae,
has been continued with the help of sectioned material. Owing to the conditions of the material available, sectioning proved
to be quite difficult; this combined with the poor condition of preservation provided inadequate and inconclusive results, as
a result of which the taxonomic position of this enigmatic genus could not be definitely clarified. However, available evi-
dence seems to suggest that the genus Clathrozoella Stechow, 1921, contains at least three species of which one, C. dry-
galskii, occurs in Antarctic, New Zealand and Australian waters, a second to the south of Stewart Island south of New
Zealand, and a third exclusively (so far) in the Antarctic. Histological details of the two additional species are still lacking
and information on the cnidome of the three species is still insufficient.
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FIG. 1. – A-D, Clathrozoella drygalskii (Vanhöffen, 1910), longitudinal sections through a ‘false hydrotheca’ with hydranth attached to bot-
tom. In A and C the attachment of the gonophore is just visible; in B-D the commensal copepod (?) is visible on the right side of the polyp. 

Magnifications: A-C, x41; D, x105.
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without clarifying its systematic position because of
lack of knowledge of the gonosome. That systemat-
ic position has remained enigmatic ever since
though from the evidence so far available it seems
clear that its most likely position is with the Athe-
cate hydroids amongst such families as Hydractini-
idae L. Agassiz, 1862, and Solanderiidae Marshall,
1892. Two structural details are essential for a defi-
nite solution, viz. knowledge of the gonosome and
mode of reproduction, and information on the
cnidome. To this end histological sections of some
of the colonies were made; the provenance of this
material is specified in Vervoort and Watson (1996).
Unfortunately the New Zealand material turned out
to be badly preserved but sections of the Australian
material, prepared in the classical way and stained
with Mallory-Heidenhain’s triple stain, provided
several reasonable longitudinal sections of the
polyps and sufficed to confirm Vanhöffen’s quite
accurate and detailed observations on the gross
anatomy of the polyp, its attachment to the bottom
of the ‘false hydrotheca’ and the presence of a strand
of tissue in the tubules that build up the ‘false
hydrothecae’ and the colony. The polyp is a simple,
sac-like structure with a conical hypostome sur-
rounded by a single whorl of filiform tentacles.
Nematocysts are visible in the ectoderm but owing
to the method of preservation details are difficult to
observe. Two size classes of desmones can be dis-
tinguished, but there is no conclusive evidence to
suggest also the presence of euryteles or stenoteles,
that almost certainly must have been present if we
are dealing with an athecate hydroid. In one of the
sections a commensal animal, probably a copepod,
was observed in the space between polyp and inter-
nal wall of the ‘false hydrotheca’.

In a series of sections of one of the Australian
colonies a small, developing gonophore was
observed next to the hydranth, communicating, as
the polyp, with the coenosarc of the tubules. This
gonophore is a conical structure half as height as the
column of the hydranth, containing a single devel-
oping oocyte. Unfortunately the best sections of this
series are slightly folded.

Close inspection of the New Zealand material
has proved this material to be composite: the
colonies from NZIO Stn D149, south of Stewart
Island (roughly 49°S, 167°E), from a depth of 454
m, mentioned by Vervoort and Watson (1996) as
having a “thick cover of small algae and diatoms”,
differ from those of the remaining two New Zealand
stations and the Australian material in colony struc-

ture. The latter agrees closely with Vanhöffen’s
detailed description; the walls of the ‘false hydrothe-
cae’ and consequently the resulting colony, is
formed by a network of anastomosing perisarc
tubules with a core of coenosarc. The exterior of the
‘false hydrothecae’ is covered by small, cylindrical
nematothecae that are fairly closely packed and
form a quite significant feature of this species. All
this material clearly represents Clathrozoella dry-
galskii (Vanhöffen, 1910); it has been compared
with the lectotype with which it shows no real dif-
ferences. The Stewart Island material, however, is
different. It strikes at a first glance by the much
coarser ‘false hydrothecae’ with a wider bore; the
coarseness in appearance being brought about by a
thick layer of foreign bodies on the outside of the
‘false hydrotheca’, formed principally by sand
grains, dead Foraminifera, diatoms and small algae,
attached to and cemented together and to the exteri-
or of the colonies by threads and tubules of perisarc
and mixed with many short, cylindrical nematothe-
cae that do not protrude beyond the surface of this
layer of detritus. This material so far proved unsuit-
able for sectioning and no polyps could be isolated.
It is tentatively considered a second species of
Clathrozoella.

In material collected by USARP (United States
Antarctic Research Program) in 1962 and sent to us
for sorting and further study, a species of Clathro-
zoella has been found, collected approximately
58.5°S, 60.5°W (Drake Passage) at 3076 m depth,
that has every appearance of being a third species of
the genus. It is quite characteristically geniculate as
the ‘false hydrothecae’ are not curved but straight,
while the nematothecae are shorter, wider and con-
siderably more dispersed than in Clathrozoella dry-
galskii. So far this species has been only cursorily
studied, a study much hampered by the paucity of
material. No polyps have so far been found in this
material.

In conclusion: Vanhöffen’s detailed observations
on the gross anatomy of Clathrozoon drygalskii
[now Clathrozoella drygalskii (Vanhöffen, 1910)]
have been confirmed. This structure and the pres-
ence of a gonophore next to the hydranth at the bot-
tom of the ‘false hydrotheca’ support the suggestion
that the species should be referred to the athecate
hydroids rather than to the thecate hydroids; this
suggestion is not contradicted by the characters of
the cnidome as far as that is known at present. The
genus Clathrozoella Stechow, 1921, probably con-
tains at least three species.
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