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Abstract The gigantic pycnogonid, Colossendeis colossea
Wilson, 1881 is reported for the first time in the Western
Indian Ocean. Two male specimens of this species were col-
lected from a bottom trawl operated at bathyal depths
(>1000 m) off the Southwest coast of India.
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Introduction

Pycnogonids are commonly known as sea spiders,
representing exclusive marine inhabitants of the phylum
Arthropoda. The genus Colossendeis belongs to the family
Colossendeidae, with 71 valid species (Bamber 2014). As
the name implies, the genus Colossendeis comprises ‘colos-
sal’ sized giant pycnogonids. Members of the genus
Colossendeis prefer a cold freezing environment in the ocean.
An extraordinary diversity and richness of Colossendeis spe-
cies is present in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic seas: at least
27 species are endemic to the Southern Ocean (Munilla and
Soler 2009). The species Colossendeis colosseaWilson, 1881
is the largest pycnogonid species known to science, with a leg
span of up to 70 cm.

The first description of Colossendeis colossea was based
on ten specimens collected during survey of U. S. Coast
Survey Streamer BBlake^ along the East coast of United
States. C. colossea has a cosmopolitan distribution, inhabiting
the continental slope region of all major oceans with depth
ranging between 420 m and 5200 m (Bamber 2010). Only
two species of Colossendeis have been so far reported from
Indian EEZ andC. macerrimaWilson, 1881 from the Arabian
Sea, Laccadive Sea, and Andaman Sea; C. colossea from the
Andaman Sea (Daniel and Sen 1975; Veena et al. 2010).
However, gigantic pycnogonid, C. colossea has so far not
been reported from the Arabian Sea. The present report ex-
tends the distributional range of C. colossea to the deep-sea of
the Northwestern Indian Ocean.

Materials and methods

Two male specimens of Colossendeis colosseawere collected
during the deep-sea exploratory fishery surveys of FORV
Sagar Sampada (FORV SS) conducted by the Centre for
Marine Living Resources and Ecology (CMLRE) along the
Southwest coast of India. The specimens were collected by a
High Speed Demersal Trawl-Crustacean Version (HSDT-CV)
operated at a speed of 2.5 knots. One specimen was collected
during cruise 319 of FORV SS, station No. 09 (8°17’N,
76°01’E) on 10 September 2013 from a depth of 1262 m.
The second specimen was collected during the FORV SS
cruise 321, station No. 18 (8°25’N, 75°55’E) on 11
December 2013 from a depth of 1241 m. Specimens were
preserved in 5 % buffered formaldehyde solution and depos-
ited in the CMLRE Referral Centre (CMLRE R. C. No.
3190908, 3211820). The specimens were identified as
Colossendeis colossea following the original description and
illustrations (Wilson 1881) and taxonomic keys (Child 1995a,
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b, c). Morphometric data taken from the preserved specimens
shown in Table 1 and terminology used in the description
follow Wilson 1881 and Child 1995a, b, c.

Results and discussion

SYSTEMATICS
Class PYCNOGONIDA
Order PANTOPODA
Family COLOSSENDEIDAE
Genus Colossendeis Jarzynsky, 1870
Colossendeis colossea Wilson, 1881
figure 1a, b

Diagnosis

Proboscis much longer than trunk, with great median and
distal swelling. Lateral processes well separated and not
touching; legs very long; ocular tubercle low and un-
pigmented; distal 3 palp segments straight and sub equal;
oviger terminus not sub-chelate.

Description (♂)

Size extremely large, leg span about 7.9 times that of the trunk
and proboscis length combined. Lateral processes very short
and swollen separated by very small intervals, the last pair
separated by a somewhat greater interval. Ocular tubercle very
short, terminating in a low conical tip, two rudimentary ocelli
widely separated without pigment. The proboscis is of great
size, its length being about 1.6 times that of the trunk. At the
base it is of slightly less diameter than that of the trunk and
continues of the same size for about one third of its length; it
then expands its diameter and then gradually tapers towards
the tip. Abdomen very small, slender pyriform shape, obtusely
conical towards extremity, 0.19 times that of the trunk.

Palp 1.4 of the proboscis, third segment is largest, 6.9 times
the fourth, distal three segments are short and sub-equal.
Oviger of great length, 2.5 times the proboscis. Sixth segment
is the largest at 3.6 times the fifth. Seventh to tenth segments,
short, curved, bearing the peculiar spines on its inner margin;
terminal joint claw like and coalescent with preceding. Legs
enormously long, more than 5.8 times that of the proboscis,
Coxae 1, 2 and 3 are very short; femur very long and slender,
1.9 times that of the proboscis; tibia 1 nearly equal to femur;
tibia 2 more than 0.8 of the femur; tarsus more than 0.1 of the
femur; propodus a little more than 0.5 of the tarsus; claw, less
than one half the propodus, very slightly curved, acute.

Entire surface is finely tuberculose with stout appressed
hairs, which show a distinctly linear arrangement, at consid-
erable intervals but intervals gets shorter over the legs.

Fig. 1 Colossendeis colossea
Wilson, 1881 (♂) from the
Southwest coast of India. a. entire
organism, b. enlarged view of
body

Table 1 Morphometric measurements of Colossendeis colossea
Wilson, 1881 (♂) collected off Southwest coast of India

Morphometric measurements (cm) CMLRE RC No.
3190908 (♂)

CMLRE RC No.
3211820 (♂)

Length of body including
proboscis and abdomen

7.0 6.9

Length of proboscis 4.1 4.2

Diameter of proboscis at base 0.3 0.3

Diameter of proboscis at
widest part

0.5 0.5

Diameter of proboscis at tip 0.4 0.4

Length of trunk 2.5 2.6

Length of palp 6.0 5.5

Oviger 10.0 11.0

Length of 1st leg 24.8 23.5

Length of 2nd leg 27.5 27.0

Length of 3rd leg 27.3 25.7

Length of 4th leg 25.0 24.8

Abdomen 0.5 0.5
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Colour Body uniformly orange-red color in a fresh specimen,
clear straw yellow in a preserved specimen. A narrow dark
stripe runs along both sides of the appendages representing a
thickening of chitin.

Distribution Colossendeis colossea exhibits a semi-
cosmopolitan (Fig. 2) distribution at bathyal depths in major
zones of the world oceans namely, western north Atlantic;
eastern north and south Atlantic; western north and south
Pacific; eastern north and south Pacific; western and eastern
Indian Ocean, and the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic zones.
Bibliography of the depth distribution of C. colossea across
major regions of the world oceans is listed in Table 2.

Remarks

The present specimens exactly match the original description
and morphometric measurements of Wilson 1881. The trunk
length (including proboscis and abdomen), and the proboscis
length of the present two specimens (7.0; 6.9 and 4.1; 4.2 cm
respectively) are larger than those in Wilson’s (1881) speci-
men (5 and 3 cm, respectively). The distribution record of
Colossendeis colossea from the Southwest coast of India ex-
tends the distribution of this species to tropical waters of the
Western Indian Ocean. Sea spiders are generally predators on
cnidarians, sponges, polychaetes and bryozoans or scaven-
gers; with their long proboscis they suck food from cnidarians.
Preferred prey animals, such as solitary corals and deep-sea

Table 2 Bibliography of the
depth distribution ofColossendeis
colossea Wilson, 1881 across
major regions of the world’s
oceans

Region References Depth

Northwest Atlantic Wilson 1881; Stock 1986; Child 2009; Mueller and Krapp 2009 950-1480

Southwest Atlantic - -

Northeast Atlantic Stock 1987; Bamber 2010; Soler and Munila 2015 420-5200

Southeast Atlantic Stock 1981

Antarctic and sub-Antarctic Child 1995a; Cano and López-González 2007; Munila and
Soler 2015

425 –4140

Northwest Indian Present study 1240-1262

Southwest Indian - -

Northeast Indian Daniel and Sen 1975 -

Southeast Indian Staples 2007 760-770

Northwest Pacific Nakamura and Child 1991; Child 1995b 350-3239

Southwest Pacific Staples 2007; Bamber 2013 776-856

Northeast Pacific Child 1994 740-4100

Southeast Pacific Child 1992 950-1480

Fig. 2 Known localities of
Colossendeis colossea Wilson,
1881 in the world oceans,
including the sampling location
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anemones, were also observed in bottom trawl catches along
with C. colossea. Near bottom (1000 m depth) mean temper-
ature, mean salinity and mean dissolved oxygen from two
sampling location were 6.79 °C, 34.97 and 0.86 ml/L,
respectively.
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