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4. Thomas Henry Huxley’s ldeas about the
Relationships between Polyps and Acalephs

Although the exploring expedition of the frigate Rattlesnake was
supposed to “form one grand collection of specimens and deposit
it in the British Museum or some other public place,”! the eager
twenty-one-year-old assistant surgeon who had been chosen for
the voyage because of his interest in science later admitted, “.. .1
am afraid there is very little of the genuine naturalist in me. I
never collected anything, and species work was always a burden to
me. ..”? Rather than preserve and label a large number of
species, he occupied his time with microscopic observation and
dissection of a small number of common marine invertebrates.
Thomas Henry Huxley knew what kind of science he wanted to
do. He described himself as interested in the functional and me-
chanical side of biology, but this meant comparative morphology
in the tradition of Savigny, not experimental physiology. “What
I cared for was the architectural and engineering part of the
business, the working out the wonderful unity of plan in the
thousands. and thousands of diverse living constructions, and the
modifications of similar apparatuses to serve diverse ends.”’

Huxley’s first entry in his diary aboard the Rattlesnake ex-
presses his dislike of ‘“naturalising for systematic purposes,” by
which he evidently meant the collection and identification or nam-
ing of species after species. At the same time he recognized that
the voyage offered him special opportunities, and that his “future
prospects” depended upon his taking advantage of them. His back-
ground and situation “clearly point to the study of the habits and
structure of the more perishable or rare marine productions as that
most likely to be profitable.”® Among the specific projects he
then listed were:

5. Careful dissections of the large Radiata, especially of the
Trepang holothuria;

1. Leonard Huxley, Life and Letters of Thomas Henry Huxley, 2 vols. (New York,
1901), 1 : 27.
2. Ibid., p. 7.
3. Ibid., pp. 7-8.
4. Julian Huxley, T.H. Huxley’s Diary of the Voyage of H.M.S. Rattlesnake (Lon-
don, 1935), p. 8.
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6. Zoology-Anatomy-Histology of the Acalephae with especial
care and for the purpose of being fully acquainted with this
subject study carefully the works of Lesson and Will;

7. Careful studies of all matters relating to coral and corallines,
especially relating to the animals of the latter. [The expe-
dition was ordered to explore the Great Barrier Reef.]?

Already he had decided to give special attention to the radiates

and specifically to the acalephs. The day on which he caught his
first Physalia (Portuguese man-of-war) he decided that the books
he had with him described it very badly and that his own examina-
tion “puts in a much clearer light the true analogies of these

animals.
In a letter written during the last days of the voyage, Huxley
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described his approach to the study of jellyfish:

But I paid comparatively little attention to the collection of
new species, caring rather to come to some clear and definite
idea as to the structure of those which had been indeed long
known, but very little understood. Unfortunately for science,
but fortunately for me, this method appears to have been
somewhat novel with observers of these animals, and conse-
quently everywhere new and remarkable facts were to be had
for the picking up.

It is not to be supposed that one could occupy one’s self
with the animals for so long without coming to some conclu-
sions as to their systematic place, however subsidiary to ob-
servation such considerations must always be regarded, and
it seems to me (although on such matters I can of course only
speak with the greatest hesitation) that just as the more
minute and careful observations made- upon the old
“Vermes” of Linnaeus necessitated the breaking up of that
class into several very distinct classes, so more careful investi-
gation requires the breaking up of Cuvier’s ‘““Radiata” (which
succeeded the ‘“Vermes” as a sort of zoological lumber-room)
into several very distinct and well-defined new classes, of
which the Acalephae, Hydrostatic Acalephae [siphono-
phores], actinoid and hydroid polypes, will form one.”

5. Ibid., p. 9.
6. Ibid., p. 26.
7. Ibid., p. 63.
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This gives the impression that Huxley considered systematics of
secondary importance, and that he formed opinions on this sub-
Ject only after long observation, but his diary leaves a different im-
pression.

Finding the systematic place of a group was subsidiary to obser-
vation in the sense that it must be based upon careful and objec-
tive anatomy, but it was not subsidiary in importance; he wrote to
his sister that “the reduction of two or three apparently widely
separated and incongruous groups into modifications of the single
type” (which is exactly the process of forming a new distinct class
out of the radiate ‘“lumber-room”) is “one of the great ends of
Zoology and Anatomy.’’®

Huxley’s conclusions as to the systematic arrangement of jelly-
fish began to take shape during the third month of the cruise, not
at the end of his researches. After further studies on the structure
of Physalia, Huxley noted in his diary on February 25, 1847,
“. .. I think I can already perceive that it will form a great link in
the chain of Acalephae at once explaining and explicable by many
as yet isolated structures in the Diphydes, the Physophoridae, and
even the Medusae.”®

There is nothing remarkable in this, for a zoologist, like any sci-
entist, cannot make his observations first and frame his theories
afterwards. Systematics played the role of theoretical framework
within which Huxley’s observations were made.

Huxley titled his paper on Physalia, “On the anatomy and
physiology of Physalia, and on its place in the system of animals,”
and in his own outline of the paper, he planned Section III thus:
“Comparison of structure thus set forth with that of other ani-
mals. Hence determination of zoological place and of the homolo-
gies of the organs.”!°. But in the paper itself the portion answering
to this intent consisted of only his two final sentences:

Finally if the account above given of the structure of the
Physalia be correct, its true Zoological place will be that
long ago assigned to it by Eschscholtz, viz. among the Phys-
ophorae and near Discolabe or Angela—in fact, the Physalia

8. Ibid., p. 36.

9. Ibid., p. 22.

10. The Huxley Papers at the Imperial College of Science and Technology in London
include Huxley’s notes on Physalia (34 : 16), which I have seen in microfilm at the
American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia.
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