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The deep ocean is home to
swarms of gelatinous creatures, many boasting dazzling displays of
bioluminescence, usually blue or green - wavelengths that can
travel long distances in water. Scientists have long theorized that
the light is purely defensive in nature. For instance, startling
brilliance is often seen among siphonophores, gelatinous colonial
animals whose different members work in unison. Some species
found in areas teeming with life eat voraciously and grow up to
130 feet long, longer than blue whales. Such large siphonophores
work passively like living drift nets, moving slowly along and
reeling in krill and tiny fish.

Each animal has a cluster of swimming bells serving as a "head"
and long elastic tentacles for fishing and drawing prey to waiting
stomachs. From slender bodies, the animals can drag thousands of
tentacles, stingers ready, and dozens of stomachs, each with
fingerlike arms ready to grab captured prey.

Such creatures, with no eyes, light up brightly when touched, and
scientists believe that the strong illuminations may be intended to
blind or frighten off predators.

The newly identified creature is a relatively small siphonophore,
just a bit more than a foot long, of the genus Erenna. The
scientists found it last year while using a tethered robot to explore
the darkness of the Monterey Canyon off Monterey, Calif. The
canyon plunges two miles deep. Its upper waters have yielded
many very long siphonophores that can light up like a carnival at
night.

Dr. Haddock said the team found the animal in much deeper
waters, down a mile or more, where food is scarce, a fact that
seems to explain the need for the lures. "Maybe casting a big net
and hoping something runs into it is not an effective strategy," he
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said. "So they have to get active."

The red lures lie at the ends of tentacles, Dr. Haddock said, near
dense groups of stinger cells, their position reinforcing the idea
that the glows act as visual bait. So too, he added, the animal, like
a skilled angler, flicks the glowing filaments in a way that tends to
attract attention.

Why the lure is red is a mystery the scientists hope to explain.

The hunch that the scarcity of prey in the canyon depths may
encourage the development of glowing lures among gelatinous
creatures has gained strength.

"We've found some other examples," Dr. Haddock said. "Two
others for sure, and maybe three very suspicious candidates." The
team, he added, intends to publish its findings on the
bioluminescent anglers.
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