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Hansenothuria benti, new species
Figs. 1, 3; Tables 1, 2

Diagnosis. — As for the genus. Color in life
variable, light blue to pale purple; dorsal
papillae translucent to black.
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Material examined.—Collection and lo-
cality data for the Bahama Islands speci-
mens/photographs studied during our dives
aboard Johnson-Sea-Link 1 and 11 are pre-
sented in Table 1. Due to the delicate nature
of this species, it was difficult to preserve;
accordingly only a few specimens collected
preserved well enough to be catalogued as
museum material. The following specimens
have been deposited at the National Mu-
seum of Natural History, Smithsonian In-
stitution (USNM), the Indian River Coastal
Zone Museum, HBOI (IRCZM) or the Los
Angeles County Museum of Natural His-
tory (LACM).

Holotype: USNM E38201, 12.5 cm total
length (TL), JSL-II-808, 699 m.

Paratypes: one specimen, USNM E38202,
10.8 em TL, JSL-II-808, 700 m; one spec-
imen, USNM E38203, 10.0 cm TL, JSL-I-
2009, 694 m; one specimen, USMN E38204,
8.0 cm TL, JSL-I-2264, 903 m; one speci-
men, IRCZM 71:00447, 12.0 cm TL, JSL-
I-2264, 904 m; two specimens, USNM
E38205, too damaged to measure, JSL-I-
2274, 814 m; one specimen, USNM E38206,
20.3 cm TL, JSL-1-2274, 821 m; USNM
E38207, 21.5 cm TL, JSL-I-2274, 817 m;
one specimen, LACM 88-205.1, 15.0 cm
TL, JSL-1-2264, 895 m.

External morphology. —Subcylindrical
species of moderate size; 13-23 ecm TL in
life, approximately four to five times as long
as broad (Fig. 1D). Body fragile; body wall
thick, gelatinous, transparent; internal
structures (intestine, Fig. 1A, G; gonad, Fig.
1C-E) usually visible through body wall.
Anterior and posterior ends gently tapering;
anterior end high, bluntly rounded (Fig. 1B),
posterior end low, narrowed to form short
“tail” (Fig. 1A). Ventral surface a flattened
sole with minute, hairlike tube feet along

—

Fig. 3. Scanning electron micrographs of skeletal ossicles from Hansenothuria benti: A-C (holotype of 12.5
cm TL, measured preserved) A, Rods from dorsal papillae; B, Rods from ventrolateral papillae; C, Rods from
tentacles; D-F (paratype of 10 cm TL, measured from seafloor photograph) D, Rods from dorsal papillae; E,
Rods from ventrolateral papillae; F, Rods from tentacles.
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served at the Bahamas (see Table 1) oc-
curred in the upper bathyal zone (639-904
m) on slopes ranging from ca. 5° - 60°. Sed-
iment composition at collecting sites varied
from a thin layer of biogenic sand covering
a limestone pavement to a thick layer of
silty sand with scattered coral and algal
(Halimeda spp.) rubble. Off the west coast
of St. Vincent, H. benti was encountered at
depths of 363—447 m, on fairly steep slopes
(ca. 30°-50°) covered with terrigenous silty
sand.

Distribution.— Hansenothuria benti is at
present known from the Bahama Islands at
depths of 639-904 m, and from St. Vincent
in the Lesser Antilles at depths of 363-447
m. Our submersible observations were re-
stricted to depths of less than 904 m:; it is
likely that the species occurs at greater depths
and on bathyal slopes of other Caribbean
islands.

Behavior. —Swimming specimens of
Hansenothuria benti were observed and
videotaped on several occasions. Swim-
ming activity was at first observed after three
specimens were captured by the submers-
ible and placed in collection bins for the
ascent to the surface. While in the bin, the
holothurians swam by flexing and curling
the anterior and posterior ends of their bod-
ies. This behavior continued for at least two
hours. On several subsequent dives, swim-
ming H. benti were videotaped; this species
is a facultative swimmer (sensu Miller &
Pawson 1990) which spends the majority of
its time on the seafloor, venturing upwards
into the water column only in response to
physical disturbance, e.g., prodding. No in-
dividuals of H. benti were swimming when
first encountered. Swimming behavior in
this species is most likely an adaptation to
avoidance of predators or physical hazards,
such as sediment slumping. A detailed ac-
count of active swimming movements in /.
benti is provided in Miller & Pawson (1990).

Remarks. —Of the 10 holothurian species
encountered during our dives in the Baha-
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mas, only the pelagothuriid elasipod En-
ypniastes eximia Théel was found to occur
in greater abundance than Hansenothuria
benti at the depths studied. C. Young and
L. Cameron (HBOI, pers. comm.) report
seeing as many as six or seven individuals
within an area of approximately 225 m? (the
estimated area visible to the occupants of
the JSL’s forward compartment when vis-
ibility is 15 m). At St. Vincent, H. benti is
a common component of the megabenthos;
it was the most frequently observed holo-
thurian on our dives, with densities reach-
ing a peak of four to six individuals/10 m?2.

Because H. benti is a relatively large and
common component of the epibenthic in-
vertebrate fauna, it might seem surprising
that no individuals of this species were tak-
en by earlier workers sampling the seafloor
with dredges and trawls. The explanation
for this may lie in the fact that even spec-
imens collected with care by the submers-
ible and carried to the surface in seawater-
filled containers arrive aboard ship in very
poor condition. During the journey from
the seafloor to the surface, the holothurian’s
epidermal and dermal tissues begin to slough
off, and frequently the entire external body-
wall is completely autotomized, leaving in-
ternal organs surrounded by the longitudi-
nal and circular muscle layers.





