
Current Biology Vol 18 No 18
R858

for detecting the crowding of texture 
are both at play. Disentangling the 
two will be an interesting challenge. 
One promising line, as Durgin 
[8] suggests, will be to look for 
dissociations between number and 
texture perception. Manuela Piazza, 
Stanislas Dehaene and Marco Zorzi 
(personal communication) have shown 
that dyscalculic individuals have 
higher Weber fraction for number 
discrimination than do controls. It 
would be interesting to study whether 
discrimination of texture is also 
affected in these individuals; and to 
test adaptation to both attributes. 

We suspect that the investigation 
of numerosity as a visual primitive 
will open a rich vein of connections 
between visual perception 
and mathematical intuition. 
Mathematicians often ‘see’ their 
solutions first and verify them later, as 
many testified to Hadamard [15].

References
	 1.	� Burr, D., and Ross, J. (2008). A visual sense of 

number. Curr. Biol. 18, 425–428.
	 2.	� Blakemore, C., Nachmias, J., and Sutton, P. 

(1970). The perceived spatial frequency shift: 
evidence for frequency-selective neurones in 
the human brain. J. Physiol. 210, 727–750.

	 3.	� MacKay, D.M. (1973). Letter: Lateral interaction 
between neural channels sensitive to texture 
density? Nature 245, 159–161.

	 4.	� Anstis, S.M. (1974). Size adaptation to visual 
texture and print: evidence for spatial-frequency 
analysis. Am. J. Psychol. 87, 261–267.

	 5.	� Allik, J., Tuulmets, T., and Vos, P.G. (1991). Size 
invariance in visual number discrimination. 
Psychol. Res. 53, 290–295.

	 6.	� Durgin, F. (1995). Texture density adaptation 
and the perceived numerosity and density 
of texture. J. Exp. Psychol. Human Percept. 
Perform. 21, 149–169.

	 7.	� Durgin, F.H., and Huk, A.C. (1997). Texture 
density aftereffects in the perception of artificial 
and natural textures. Vision Res. 37, 3273–3282.

	 8.	� Durgin, F. (2008). Texture density adaptation 
and visual number. Curr. Biol. 18, R855–R856.

	 9.	� Walsh, V. (2003). A theory of magnitude: 
common cortical metrics of time, space and 
quantity. Trends Cogn. Sci. 7, 483–488.

	10.	� Burr, D. (1999). Vision: modular analysis -- or 
not? Curr. Biol. 9, R90–R92.

	11.	� He, L., Zhang, J., Zhou, T., and Chen, L. 
(2007). Connectedness affects dot numerosity 
judgment: implications for configural 
processing. Pschonom. Bull. Rev., in press.

	12.	� Nieder, A. (2005). Counting on neurons: the 
neurobiology of numerical competence. Nat. 
Rev. Neurosci. 6, 177–190.

	13.	� Roitman, J.D., Brannon, E.M., and Platt, M.L. 
(2007). Monotonic coding of numerosity in 
macaque lateral intraparietal area. PLoS Biol. 5, 
e208.

	14.	� Ross, J. (2003). Visual discrimination of number 
without counting. Perception 32, 867–870.

	15.	� Hadamard, J.S. (1954). An Essay on the 
Psychology of Invention in the Mathematical 
Field (New York: Dover Publications).

1Dipartimento di Psicologia, Università Degli 
Studi di Firenze, Via S. Nicolò 89, Florence, 
Italy. 2School of Psychology, University of 
Western Australia, Perth, West Australia.  
E-mail: dave@in.cnr.it
Horizontal gene 
transfer and 
the evolution of 
cnidarian stinging 
cells

Elsa Denker1, Eric Bapteste1,  
Hervé Le Guyader1, Michaël Manuel1 
and Nicolas Rabet1,*

Genes are regularly transmitted 
vertically, within one lineage, from one 
generation to the next, but they can 
also be exchanged between lineages 
by horizontal gene transfer (HGT). HGTs 
are frequent in prokaryotes and have 
been shown to play important roles in 
unicellular eukaryotes, whereas only 
a few instances are known in animals 
[1,2]. Here, we provide evidence that a 
subunit of bacterial poly-γ-glutamate 
(PGA) synthase was transferred 
to an animal ancestor by HGT. We 
suggest that this gene acquisition 
had important consequences on 
the evolution of the stinging cells 
(nematocytes) that cnidarians (sea 
anemones, jellyfish, corals etc.) 
essentially use to capture prey.

We were alerted to the possibility 
of a significant HGT from bacteria to 
metazoans by the unusual phylogenetic 
distribution of the polyanionic polymer 
PGA, which has been only detected 
extracellularly in some prokaryotes 
[3], and intracellularly in the capsule 
of cnidarian nematocytes [4–6]. By 
attracting cations within the capsule, 
PGA is critical for the nematocyte 
discharge, which involves rapid 
changes in intracapsular osmotic 
pressure [4]. In bacteria, three pgs 
genes, AA, B, C, have been identified 
as essential for PGA synthesis [3]. 
We could detect clear orthologues 
of pgsAA in all available cnidarian 
genomes (Supplemental Data). In 
the Clytia hemisphaerica medusa 
(Hydrozoa), pgsAA is expressed 
in the nematogenic area of the 
tentacle bulb, in the same territory 
as the nematogenesis marker 
minicollagen3- 4a [7] (Figure 1A,B). In 
the same region, we detected a high 
quantity of intracellular glutamate, the 
monomer for PGA synthesis (Figure 
1C) and strong expression for two 
glutamate high affinity transporters 
(Figure 1D,E). These results are 
consistent with an involvement 
of pgsAA in PGA production in 
nematoblasts. 

To investigate the evolutionary 
origin of the cnidarian pgsAA gene, we 
searched for homologues of pgs genes 
in all available complete genomes 
from Bacteria, Archaea and Eukaryota 
(Supplemental data). The vast majority 
of eukaryotes lacked any pgs genes, 
with only the pgsAA subunit detected 
in a few species belonging to various 
distantly related eukaryote taxa 
(Figure 2). The patchy distribution of 
these eukaryote pgsAA homologues 
within the pgsAA tree suggests 
that they were acquired through 
several independent HGT events. 
Furthermore, the clear polyphyly of 
the major prokaryotic pgsAA groups 
suggests that this gene is highly 
mobile. Consistent with this, PgsAA 
was detected in no less than five 
naturally occurring plasmids, providing 
a possible explanation for HGT over 
large taxonomic distances. The 
presence of introns with stop codons 
in several of the eukaryote pgsAA 
genes, including all but one cnidarian 
pgsAA sequences, might provide a 
directionality to the HGT from bacteria 
to these eukaryotes; it is highly unlikely 
that a gene with intronic stop codons 
could be successfully transferred 
from Eukaryotes to Bacteria, in which 
transcription and translation are 
directly coupled. All but one of the 
cnidarian pgsAA sequences were 
grouped in our analyses in a single 
clade (Clade 1),  
together with a sequence from the 
sponge Amphimedon queenslandica 
(Figure 2), while most remaining 
eukaryote sequences were grouped 
with a subset of bacterial and  
archaeal pgsAA sequences (Clade 2).  
An AU test rejected the grouping of 
Clade 1 sequences with any other 
eukaryote sequence, indicating that 
the HGT event occurred in an exclusive 
ancestor of sponges and cnidarians 
(Supplemental data). Assuming the 
classical phylogenetic position of 
the sponges as the sister group of all 
other metazoans, we can conclude 
that this HGT dates back to the root 
of metazoans, and that the bilaterian 
animals have secondarily lost the 
gene. Additional independent transfers 
of pgsAA gene from Bacteria to 
eukaryotes are inferred within Clade 
2 (Supplemental data). In particular, 
the sea anemone Nematostella 
vectensis harbours a Clade 2 pgsAA 
gene branching with sequences 
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Figure 1. Che-pgsAA expression associated with nematogenesis in the tentacle bulb of the medusa of Clytia hemisphaerica.

In all images, the tentacle bulb is viewed from the external side. The yellow dotted line encircles tentacle bulb and tentacle, the yellow asterisk 
indicates the site of tentacle insertion on the apical pole of the bulb, and the red dotted line delimits the border of the umbrella. (A) In situ hy-
bridization showing Che-pgsAA expression (in red) in the apical part of the bulb, on each side of the tentacle insertion site. (B) In situ hybridiza-
tion showing minicollagen3 expression (in red) in the same territories. (C) Anti-glutamate immunostaining (red) and DAPI nuclear staining (blue) 
in a tentacle bulb. Natural fluorescence of endodermal cells appears in green. (D) In situ hybridization revealing Che-GluT1 expression (in red).  
(E) In situ hybridization revealing Che-GluT2 expression (in purple) in the same territory. Scale bars: A: 2.5mm; B–E: 25 µm.
from the annelid Capitella capitata 
and the archaeon Methanosarcina 
acetivorans, clearly resulting from 
an additional HGT. This grouping 
makes no phylogenetic sense, but 
can perhaps be explained by ecology, 
as all three species live in the same 
costal brackish waters with anoxic 
sediments rich in organic compounds 
and Bacteria [5,8,9].

We suggest that a pgsAA gene 
transferred from a prokaryote to a 
metazoan ancestor was exploited in 
the cnidarian lineage for PGA synthesis 
during nematocyte formation. PgsAA 
might have improved nematocyst 
function, and thus could be a good 
candidate for the first example of a 
HGT with significant impact on the 
evolution of an entire animal phylum. 
Indeed, nematocytes are vital for 
cnidarians and constitute the major 
shared derived feature of the phylum.

Supplemental data
Supplemental data are available at http://
www.current-biology.com/cgi/content/
full/18/18/R858/DC1
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Figure 2. Phylogenetic analysis of pgsAA sequences and the phylogenetic distribution of pgsAA.

Best unrooted tree following AU test (Supplemental data) of pgsAA amino-acid sequences 
from selected Bacteria (taxonomic positions are indicated by a color code) and including all 
available sequences from Archaea and Eukaryota. The asterisk indicates species with stop 
codons in the introns of their pgsAA gene. ‘+’: Species with a genomic context suggesting that 
genes neighbouring pgsAA are also of bacterial origin. Branches crossed by a bar indicate 
statistically supported clades (Bootstrap value > 90% and/or significant p-values in the AU test 
in the case of Clade 2) that include eukaryotes.
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