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A RECORD ON CORALLIUM RUBRUM (L. 1758) 

ASSOCIATED FAUNA: 

BALSSIA CASTI (BALSS 1921) (CRUSTACEA, DECAPODA) 

Riassunto - Segnalazione per la fauna associala a Corallium rubrum (L. 1758): 
Balssia gas ti (Balss 1921). Nell'ambito dello studio di un popolamento di corallo rosso 
insediato su una falesia situata tra i 30 e i 50 metri di profondità lungo la costa 
a sud di Livorno sono stati rinvenuti alcuni esemplari del crostaceo Balssia gasti 
(Balss, 1921). Si tratta di un raro palemonide che vive sui gorgonacei, in prevalenza 
sul corallo rosso. Questa specie è in grado di adattare la propria colorazione a quella 
del corallo. Il fatto che gli esemplari allontanati dalla colonia ospite perdano veloce
mente la loro colorazione fa supporre che questa sia legata al sistema dei cromatofo
ri piuttosto che all'assunzione dei pigmenti del corallo, a differenza di quanto avvie
ne in altre specie che si nutrono di questo alcionario. 

Abstract - Some specimens of the crustacean Balssia gasli (Palaemonidae, Pon
toninae) were found on two Cora/lium rubrwn colonies collected at Calafuria (Leghorn) 
at 42 metres of depth. B. gasti, strictly associated with gorgonians, is considered 
to be ' a rare species. 1ts colour matches the coral colonies it dwells in, but unlike 
other ectoparassites of alcyonarians (Pseudosimnia carnea, Neosimnia spelta) B. basti 
does not accumulate the pigment of its host; rather, it adapts its colour to that of 
red coral, presumably by a neural system control. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Some specimens of Balssia gasti (BALSS, 1921), a little-known spe
cies strictly associated with gorgonians, were found while carrying 
on a research on Corallium rubrum (L. 1758) (SANTANGELO and ABBIA-
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TI, 1989 a; SANTANGELO et al., 1988). The studied population of C. 
rubrum is Iocated along the Tuscany coast south Livorno (Calafuria, 
43 50' N, lO 20' E; Fig. 1) and dwells in a vertical cliff emerging 
from the muddy sea-bed at a depth of thirty-fifty metres . The cliff 
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Fig. 1 - The sampling site. 
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population includes chiefly small, very dense young coloni es (SAN

TANGELO and ABBIATI, 1989 b); Iarger coloni es dwell in isolated rocks 
at the base of the cliffo Four specimens of Balssia gasti (Crustacea, 
Palaemonidae) (Mori determinavit) were observed on a coIony coI-
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lected in December 1988, which dwelt in isolated rock at a depth 
of 42 metres . A further specimen was collected at the same depth 
in April 1989. 

Fig. 2 - A female specimen of B. gas ti showing a carapace Ienght of 2.9 mm. 

MATERIAL EXAMINED 

The first sample included two males with a carapace length of 
1.4 and 1.8 mm respectively, and two larger females (2.2 and 2.3 
mm). The ApriI 1989-specimen was a female, whose carapace meas
ured 2.9 mm in length. 

The same colony inhabited by the four B. gasti collected in 1988 
hosted also a specimen of Pseudosimnia carnea (POIRET, 1789). This 
gasteropod belongs to the Ampheratidae family, which includes highly 
specialized species, living on gorgonian colonies, where they graze 
and lay their eggs (SANTANGELO and NAVARRA, 1984). These molluscs 
are associated with few alcyonarians: Simnia spelta lives on Eunicella 
singularis, E. cavo lini and Lophogorgia sarmentosa; Pseudosimnia car
nea dwells in Corallium rubrum only (CARPINE and GRASSHOFF, 1977). 
Their chromatism is linked to that of the gorgonians on which they 
feed, probably by direct accumulation of pigments from the host 
(GHISOTTI and MELONE, 1969). The specimen we found was associated 
with several hatched ovular capsules. 
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DISCUSSION 

While carrying on our research on coral populations several 
hundred colonies were analyzed, none of which revealed the presence 
of Balssia gasti and Pseudosimnia carnea. These two epibionts were 
both found on colonies located at the greatest depths, whose dimen
sions are markedly larger than those of the other coloni es. 

Balssia gasti is a rare palaemonis, found mainly or uniquely in 
the Mediterranean sea. 1ts distribution is closely linked to that of 
C. rubrum, although it has been occasionally observed on other spe
cies of gorgonians (GARCÌA & RAso, 1984; MANCONI and MORI, in press). 
This shrimp feeds on the p01yps of its host; it mimics the colour 
of the alcyonarians, to which it is anchored so firm1y that it does 
not leave the colony even when collected and brought to the sur
face. Balssia gasti has been rarely found: f.i., it is not mentioned 
in the coral-associated fauna of the Alboran sea (TEMPLADO, 1986). 

During our 1aboratory observations, some specimens of B. gasti 
10st their colour becoming pale when detached from the host colony 
and kept isolated; the pigmentations was restored when the crusta
cean anchored again to a coral colony. This suggests that, contrary 
to ZIBROWIUS hypothesis (1984), the mimicry of this species is not 
due to the accumulation of host pigments, as reported for the gastero
pod Pseudosimnia carnea (GHISOTTI and MELONE, 1969), but to a quick 
adaptation to the host colour. This adaptation is presumably achieved 
through neural control of chromatophores similar to that observed 
in other crustacean species (LENE L et al., 1978). 
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