[image: image3.png]


Waikïkï Aquarium

Education Department

MARINE LIFE PROFILE:

ZEBRA BLENNY
English name:  
zebra blenny, rock skipper

Hawaiian name: 
päo‘o lehei

Scientific name: 
Istiblennius zebra
Distribution: 

Hawaiian Islands

Size: 


to 7 inches (15 cm)

Diet:  


algae


Among the common and distinctive, full-time residents of Hawaiian tidepools are the blennies or rock skippers.  Blennies are small, agile fish whose Hawaiian and English common names refer to their ability to jump from one tidepool to another.  If startled, they can leap from pool to pool at low tide without touching the dry rocks in between.  The timing and accuracy of their leaps suggests a familiarity with their surroundings.  


The fish family Blennidae, to which the rock skipper belongs contains about 276 different species, making it one of the largest of fish families.  Fourteen species are known in Hawaii.  The tidepool or zebra blenny, found only in the Hawaiian Islands, is probably the most familiar.  This species reaches 6 inches (15 cm) in length, and body color varies from bluish-black to yellowish brown with dark vertical bars on the sides of the body.


The zebra blenny has an elongated, scaleless body with large, rounded head, high-set eyes, and low-set, broad mouth.  Unlike their tidepool neighbors, the gobies, blennies do not have a sucker disc to help hold them in place as waves wash through the pools.  Instead, their pelvic fins are narrow props which support their characteristic head-up resting pose.  They are further distinguished by the tentacle-like projections called cirri above the eyes, and by their habit of sitting with their tail curled to one side.  In this position, the tail is like a coiled spring, and when quickly straightened, gives them a powerful push for leaping from pool to pool.  Swimming within a pool involves a eel-like, side-to-side flexing of the body.


These tidepool blennies feed on short filamentous seaweeds which they scrape from the rocks with fine, comb-like teeth.  When feeding, they appear to be biting at the rocks with a circular, twisting motion.  Blennies take up residence in protected crevices or holes within the tidepool, and may remain faithful to a site for long periods of time.  Males prepare a clean patch of rock within their hole to serve as a nest, then with a special color displays and behaviors, they attract females into the nest to lay eggs on the rock surface.  The female leaves, but the male remains to tend and guard the eggs, which probably hatch in about a week.  Sexes can be distinguished with close observation: large males are about six inches long and charcoal gray in color) have a distinctive crest on top of the head; the slightly smaller females are generally lighter in color and have a very small crest. 

Zebra blenny profile
pg. 2

Classification:

Kingdom Animalia


Phylum Chordata, Subphylum Vertebrata


Class Osteichthyes



Order  Perciformes




Family Blennidae





Genus  Istiblennius





Species  zebra
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