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CNIDARIAN GLOSSARY

acontia (acontium, s.): thread-like extensions of the septum in some sea anemones.

algae (alga, s.): single-celled organisms within the kingdom Protista that are capable of performing photosynthesis. Some types of algae live within the bodies of certain cnidarians.

animal: an organism that is 1) heterotrophic; 2) composed of cells that have a membrane bound nuclear region; and 3) composed of cells that lack a rigid cell wall.

Anthozoans: a class of cnidarians which includes, among other animals, sea anemones, corals, sea fans, and sea pens.

asexual reproduction: the production of offspring without the combination of male and female gametes such that the offspring possess genes from only one parent.

body symmetry: the spatial arrangement of an organism's body parts in reference to a plane, or line, which divides the organism into equal parts.

budding: a form of asexual reproduction among certain animals in which offspring develop as an outgrowth (bud) on the parent’s body.

calcium carbonate (formula CaCO3): a chemical compound produced by natural processes, such as stalagmite formation, or produced by biological organisms, such coral cup formation.

carnivorous animal: an animal that eats other animals.

cell: the building blocks of living organisms, some organisms (bacteria, etc..) are composed of a single cell and others are composed of many cells.

cell membrane (also known as the plasma membrane): the outermost layer of the cell which functions to regulate which substances are allowed to enter and exit the cell.

chemical stimulation: excitation through detection of molecules or chemical compounds.

cilia: tiny, hair-like cellular extensions.

Cnidaria: the phylum that includes corals, sea anemones, hyrdas, and jellyfishes among other invertebrate, radially symmetrical animals.

cnidocil: the “trigger,” or cellular extension of the cnidocyte which functions to discharge the tread-like filament of the nematocyst organelle when it receives the proper stimuli.

cnidocytes: cells made only by the cnidarians that are capable of firing a thread-like filament from a special organelle called a nematocyst. The filament may inflict a paralyzing sting to a cnidarian’s prey.

collagen: a fiber-like animal protein that performs various functions, depending on the type of animal cell in which it is produced.

colony: many organisms of the same species that live together and perform specialized tasks to ensure the overall survival of the colony.

coral island colonies: groups of individual corals living in such close relationships that they form a mound shaped underwater ecosystem with a calcareous foundation.

coral reef colonies: groups of individual corals living in such close relationships that they form an underwater ecosystem with a calcareous foundation.

Cubazoan: a class of cnidarians that includes the cube-shaped jellyfishes.

digestion: refers to the chemical breakdown of matter (often food) that can occur within a cell (intracellular) or beyond a cell’s membrane (extracellular).

ecosystem: an interacting community of different organisms and their surrounding environment.

ephyra: a medusa shaped bud which is asexually produced during the life cycle of a jellyfish.

epidermis: outermost tissue layer of the cnidarians.

epitheliomuscular cells: animal cells that function to contract as well as form the outermost layer of the organism.

evolution: change in of a group of organisms over time.

exoskeleton: a skeletal system which exists on the outside of the body, such as the hard, calcareous cup secreted by the hermatypic corals.

extracellular digestion: the chemical breakdown of matter (often food) that occurs outside of the cells.

exumbrella: the outermost portion of a jellyfish’s medusa bell.

fertilization: the combination of a sperm and egg, resulting in a zygote containing genetic information from both parents.

flagella (singular, flagellum): organelles that project outside the cell and move in a rapid, spiraling or whip-like manner.

fossil record: a natural history of living organisms as determined from fossils.

fossils: the remains or impressions in the earth of once living organisms.

gamete: the sex cell of an organism, such as the sperm or egg.

gastric pouches: the pouch-like portions of a jellyfish’s gastrovascular cavity where extracellular digestion occurs and reproductive structures are housed.

gastrodermis (gastrodermal tissue): a tissue layer that lines the gastrovascular cavity of cnidarians.

gastrovascular cavity: a sac-like cavity with only one opening which functions to digest food as well as circulate nutrients.

gastrozooids: a type of zooid that functions to capture and ingest prey.

gland cells: cells which secrete chemical compounds designed for a particular function, such as extracellular digestion.

gonad: a reproductive organ which produces eggs in the females and sperm in the males.

gonangium: a structure of a hydroid colony which contains medusiod buds produced asexually.

hermaphrodite: an organism that possesses both female and male reproductive structures.

hermatypic coral: a type of coral that, collectively, contribute large amounts of calcium carbonate to the formation of coral reefs and islands.

heterotroph: an organism which cannot convert sunlight energy into food, but instead must eat to obtain nutrient energy.

hydra: a non-colonial hydrozoan.

hydroid colony: a collection of hydrozoans living together where different individuals perform specialized tasks.

hydromedusa: a free-swimming medusa produced through the asexual reproduction of a hydroid.

hydrorhiza: root-like structures of a hydroid colony.

hydrostatic skeleton: a skeletal system in which a rigid column of water maintains a high internal pressure in an organism that functions for support.

Hydrozoans: a class of the cnidarians that includes, among other animals, the hydroids, the hydras, and the Portuguese man-of-wars.

invertebrate: an organism which lacks a vertebral column.

level of organization: refers to the degree to which an organism’s cells are grouped.

longitudinal fission: a form of asexual reproduction in which the organism divides in half.

manubrium: the hanging structure of the jellyfish where the mouth is located.

medusa: a type of body appearance among the cnidarians which is usually bellshaped, with the mouth facing downwards.

medusoid buds: medusa-shaped hydroid buds produced asexually.

mesoglea: the gelatinous matrix that exists between the gastrodermis and epidermis of cnidarians.

multicellular: being comprised of more than one cell.

mutualism: a relationship between two organisms in which both organisms benefit from the one another.

nematocyst: an organelle of a cnidocyte that houses a thread-like filament which is often capable inflicting a paralyzing sting to a cnidarian’s prey.

nerve net: a structure of protoneurons arranged in a net-like manner.

nuclear region: the area of a cell in which the hereditary material, or DNA, of the organism is located.

nutritive-muscular cells: cells that function to contract as well as absorb nutrients from food.

ocellus (pl., ocelli): a sensory cell that detects light.

operculum: the cellular extension of the cnidocyte, also known as the “lid.”

oral arms: the arm-like portions of a jellyfish’s body that extend outward from the mouth region and function to capture prey.

oral lobes: the flap-like portions of the jellyfish’s body that extend from the oral arms and contain cilia which aid in moving prey toward the mouth region.

ovary: female reproductive structure.

pedal disc: the slightly enlarged lower part of some cnidarians, such as the sea anemones and the hydras.

perisarc: the outermost sheath-like covering of the base and stalk of a hydroid colony.

phagocytosis: the cellular process of engulfing some particle (often food) and packaging it in a membrane bound vesicle for further digestion.

pneumatophore: the float structure of Portuguese man-of-wars.

polyp: a type of cnidarian body which is usually cylindrical in shape, with the mouth facing upward.

protoneurons: primitive nerve cells, such as those found in cnidarians.

radial canals: waterways within the bodies of jellyfish that exist between the gastric pouches and the ring canal.

radial symmetry: a spatial arrangement of body parts in which more than one line can be imagined that would divide the organism into equal halves.

rhopalium: primitive sense organs of the jellyfish that consist of statocysts and ocelli.

ring canal: a single waterway that encircles the margin of a jellyfish.

Scyphozoans: a class of cnidarians that includes the bell-shaped jellyfish.

scyphistoma: a sessile, tentacled polyp that is a developmental stage in the life cycle of a jellyfish.

sensory cells: animal cells that detect particular stimuli.

septa (singular - septum): partitions between two body compartments of an organism.  In cnidarians, septa function to increase the surface area of the gastrovascular cavity.

sessile: lacking mobility.

sexual reproduction: the production of offspring resulting from the combination of male and female gametes. Offspring produced through sexual reproduction possess genes from both parents.

statocyst: tiny, round chambers equipped with sensory hairs and a statolith.

Statocysts function to determine the organism’s orientation.

statolith: tiny, hard particles or granules found inside a statocyst.

strobila: a polyp of stacked ephyra produced by strobilation.

strobilation: the process whereby a scyphistoma buds asexually to form a strobila that containing many individual ephyra.

subumbrella: the underside of the medusa bell of a jellyfish.

tactile stimulation: excitation through physical contact.

tentacles: regarding cnidarians, extensions of the body located around the mouth.

tissue: a group of cells organized to carry out a specific function.

unicellular: composed of only one cell.

vertebrate: an animal that possesses a vertebral column.

zooid: an individual polyp of a hydroid colony.

zygote: the single cell resulting from the union of a sperm and egg.
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