
Red beard sponges  
What are they?  
Red beard sponges are the most common sponges found in the Chesapeake Bay. Like all 
other sponges, red beard sponges have pores all over their surface that allows water to 
come into and leave their bodies. They don’t have organs, like a stomach or lungs. Instead, 
they have a number of cells that helps them survive and grow.  

What do they look like?  
If you ever see a red beard sponge in the water, you might think it looks like a plant. But it 
really is part of the animal kingdom.  

Red beard sponges are indeed red. Some people think they look like a bouquet of fan-like 
branches. These sponges can be very small. However, they can also grow to be about a foot 
in diameter.  

Where can you find them? 
Red beard sponges grow throughout the Bay, attaching themselves to any hard surface. Oyster beds and rocks provide this kind of 
growing space. Once they are attached to an object, they spend the rest of their life there.  

How do they behave? 
Like other sponges, red beard sponges are collection of cells, each performing a specific function that help the colony survive and grow.  

Their skeletons are inside their body. They are made up of tiny crystals (called spicules) and fibers of collagen, a kind of connecting 
tissue. 

The outside of these sponges is made up of spongin, a tough protein. There are many tiny pores, or openings in the spongin. Sponges 
draw in water through these openings. Tiny hairs push the water through the entire structure of the sponges. The sponges take food 
particles from the water and digest them. The hairs then push the water—and any waste—outside the sponges.  

Many creatures find sponges’ structure to be just to their liking. Small fish, shrimp, small mud crabs, and other tiny animals live among 
its branches, protected from their enemies.  

What do they eat?  
Sponges are filter feeders. They eat dead or decaying plants or animals (called detritus). 

What eats them?  
Sea slugs, sea stars (starfish), and turtles eat these sponges.  

Creature Feature 
Red beard sponges have a very interesting ability to re-create themselves. Researchers found this 
out by squeezing a red beard sponge through a fine mesh into a bowl of sea water. The divided red 
cells crept along the bottom of the bowl and found other cells. The cells stuck to each other. They 
reproduced other cells just like themselves. Eventually, the entire sponge “regrew.” This was the 
first animal that scientists saw doing this kind of reforming. 
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