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Inspiring a sense of wonder in the world around us 

Giant tuns weigh much less 
Giant tun (Tonna galea) 
 
If you’ve ever searched hours along the shoreline for 
the rare Scotch bonnet seashell, then you might 
understand my jubilation when I discovered my first 
Giant tun. Giant tuns are larger and far more fragile 
than the infamous Scotch bonnet and, if you can 
imagine, even more challenging to find along our 
shores. This gastropod is also referred to as an Oil 
Lamp Shell, based on historical uses as oil lamps and 
vases. The term “tun” refers to a beer or wine cask.2 
Giant tuns are found across the Atlantic Ocean from 
the latitudes of North Carolina to Argentina and from 
Portugal to northwestern Africa. This wide range 
results from the species’ lengthy planktonic phase 
(90+ days) as it travels the Gulf Stream currents.2, 3, 4 
A closely related Giant tun species, Tonna zonata, is 
found in the Indo-Pacific region.  
 
Extensive research of the embryonic development of the species has been conducted in an effort to 
identify reproductive parameters that might prove beneficial in species recovery as their numbers 
continue to decline worldwide. Mature females produce a pale pink egg rosette (about 40cm long) in 
September containing thousands of embryos that develop into free-swimming larvae in 34 days.4 Giant 
tuns are carnivores that reside along sandy and muddy bottoms in waters as deep as 120m (about 400 
feet) where they search for their primary prey of sea cucumbers and occassionally sea urchins, sea 
stars, fish, crustaceans (crabs), and bivalves (shellfish). The tuns saliva secretes sulfuric acid to kill its 
prey and aid in digestion.5 They also emit luminescence in the form of a greenish-white light as they 
crawl along the seafloor using their extended foot.6  
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Image – Giant tuns first appeared in the Miocene Epoch about 
11.6 million years ago.1 [Image Credit: Jeffrey N. Jeffords] 


