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(The giant larvacean rapidly and regularly builds a house out of mucus
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capable of filtering large quantities of water.)
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The giant larvacean is one of many creatures inhabiting the mid-ocean layer that have the ability
to create a home made out of their own mucus. Both the larvacean and its home are delicate and
transparent—the larvacean shaped like a tadpole and its mucus house a beautiful, jellyfish-like
floating structure surrounding the larvacean’s body. In addition to protecting the larvacean, its
house serves to collect and filter its food. Houses can outsize their larvaceans by quite a bit, with
some measuring more than 39 inches (1 meter) across.

The food filter, built using transparent structural proteins combined with cellulose, is located
within the interior section of the house. Water flows from the outer section of the house into this
section through two entry points—filtered as it enters—and then reaches the chamber where the
larvacean lives. The larvacean beats its tail to direct the water towards either another filter that
concentrates food of the right size or into a garbage chute that dumps food that’s not the right
size into the outer section of the house. From the second filter, the food that is just right makes
its way directly into the larvacean’s mouth. While the giant larvacean may seem like a picky
eater, its diet actually consists of food particles that range widely in size, from bacteria you’d
need a microscope to see to microzooplankton you could potentially see with the naked eye.
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“In the midwaters of the ocean, mucoid structures are readily secreted by numerous animals,
and serve many vital functions...Among these mucoid forms, the ‘houses’ of larvaceans are
marvels of nature, and in the ocean twilight zone giant larvaceans secrete and build mucus
filtering structures that can reach diameters of more than 1 m.” (Katija et al. 2020:78)

“...giant larvaceans contribute significantly to the biological pump and can be regionally
responsible for as much as one-third of the carbon flux from near-surface waters to the deep
benthos.” (Katija et al. 2017:1)
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