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 You have undoubtedly washed your car with one of the porous, flexible balls called a 

sponge. Possibly as you washed, you wondered just how they were made. 

 You may even be one of the many persons who thinks that sponges are plants. 

 The fact is that they are neither manufactured nor are they plants but are animals. Yes, the 

sponge that you use is the skeleton of a very primitive animal called a sponge.  

 If you thought that a sponge was a manufactured item, don’t feel too concerned because 

the sponge (skeleton) you use looks very little like the skeleton of an animal. If you thought it 

was a plant, this is also not surprising because many others have believed the same thing. There 

was a time in fact when people believed sponges were plants because they do not move around 

as most animals do. 

 Later people came to the conclusion that they were animals because upon careful 

observation it was noted that the sponge did not manufacture food from dead matter as all plants 

do. Rather, it required living plants and animals for food to remain alive. 

 Before I go further I would like to emphasize that I am not writing here about synthetic 

cellulose “sponges” which are so common in our modern civilization. I write here concerning the 

velvety brown sponge which was the forerunner of all synthetic “sponges.” God had his “patent” 

on sponges long before man ever considered developing a cellulose “sponge.” This I say with all 

respect and admiration for the great creation of God, also as He reveals Himself in the creation of 

the sponge. 

 There are two main animal groups when classified according to the number of cells of 

which they are composed. One group is the Protozoan group. These are the “primitive” one-

celled animals of which the greater number are microscopic. The other group is the Metazoan 

group. These are the many-celled animals. There are many animal groups in this latter grouping 

and to this grouping belongs also the sponge. 

 The sponge, which as we said belongs to the Metazoan group, is classified further in the 

Phylum Porifera. The phylum name is characteristically fitting because it characterizes and 

accurately describes the appearance of all sponges. You have noticed the numerous pores which 

are scattered over the sponge body. Because of these myriads of pores, it is classified in the 

Phylum Porifera.  

 The sponges, while many-celled, are very lowly animals with little justification for being 

placed with the so-called higher animals of the creation. They are all sessile and sedentary 

(permanently attached) in the adult stage, and the greater number are immobile when young. As 

a result of their sessile habits, the sponges seem to assume the general form of plants. 

 Most sponges live in the ocean attached to rocks or other objects, or to the ocean bottom. 

A few species live in fresh-water lakes and streams. They may be dome-shaped, like the bath 

sponge, or shaped like a cup, cone, or a cylinder. The living sponge may be white, gray, brown, 

red, orange, yellow or black. Were it not for its skeleton, it would be a shapeless mass of animal-

matter. 

 The sponge body consists of two layers of cells with a jelly-like substance between them. 

The outer layer can be compared to the skin of “higher” animals. Those of the inner layer have 

curious collars with flagella (whip-like appendages) projecting through them. Strange wandering 



cells, resembling amoeba, move through the jelly-like substance between the cell-layers. This 

jelly-like substance is conspicuous in only a few species of sponges. 

 The typical simple sponge is tube-shaped. Myriads of pores cover its body. Water is 

taken in through these pores into the inner cavity of the sponge by the action of the tiny waving 

hairs, or cilia, with which the cavity is lined. Cells of the sponge having the cilia are able to 

absorb and digest the tiny sea creatures that the sponge eats. The water is then ejected through a 

large opening at the top of the tube known as the osculum. 

 There are more complicated kinds of sponges. Some are grouped together in colonies. 

The original sponge develops young which remain connected with the parent. As more and more 

of the individual sponges are developed, their hollow body cavities are united into a complicated 

network of canals. In these more complicated sponges, the water which contains food and 

oxygen is sucked in from the outside through the tiny pores. It then goes through canals to the 

small chambers where the ciliated cells are. These cells absorb food and oxygen. Then the water 

is pored into the larger tubes, and from them back into the surrounding water.  

 We have already stated that sponges may have many different shapes but it is necessary, I 

believe, to further emphasize this fact. In some cases, all members of the same species have 

about the same shape, but the final form of a sponge is often determined by its surroundings or 

environment. This is because the soft tissues of the sponge are able to grow over rocks and other 

substances. In shallow waters which are often disturbed by waves, the shape of the sponges is 

irregular. The sponges that grow in deep quiet water may be beautifully symmetrical and are 

often quite large. Some sponges are thin and flat. Some grow like branch shrubbery or treelike 

bushes. Some sponges look like fans. Others resemble cups, vases, or slender tubes that may be 

grouped together in graceful clusters. The smallest sponge may be only a fraction of an inch 

long. The largest one may be four or more feet high. 

 Technically, sponges are classified on the basis of skeletal structure and on the 

complexity of the canal systems. In the latter classification there are ascon (a simple connection 

between the outside and the gastral cavity); sycon (a more complex system with incurrent canals, 

excurrent canals, and radial canals); and rhagon (a very complex canal system) types. 

Technically and taxonomically, sponges are grouped according to their skeletons. The three 

principal classes are Calcarea, Hexactinellida, and Demospongiae (sponge of the people). 

 In the kind of sponges called Calcarea, the skeleton is made up of needles made of lime, 

which are called spicules. These needles usually have four branches and are very brittle. 

 In the sponges called Hexactinellida, there are a great many glassy spicules with fixed 

points. These spicules are made up of substances containing silicon. Some of the glassy spicules 

resemble snow crystals and are extremely beautiful. 

 The sponges of the third type are called Demospongiae. Here the needles are cemented 

together by a flexible silken or hornlike substance called spongin. These sponges may contain 

long needles which are pointed at both ends. In some of these sponges, the needles are very 

delicate and tiny, and embedded in strands of spongin. In the sponges we use in our bathtubs and 

for washing purposes, the needles are entirely absent. There is only a very complicated elastic 

network of spongin fibers left behind. 

 The finest of these Demospongiae have very soft elastic skeletons. These skeletons are 

very free from impurities and are able to absorb water to a very high degree. These qualities 

make them valuable for commercial purposes. The finest of these commercial sponges come 

from the eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea. In fact, most of the beautiful sponges grow in the 

tropical waters. 



 In conclusion we shall very briefly discuss and summarize the life story of the sponge. 

The sponge begins life as a single-celled egg. This egg divides and continues dividing until it has 

formed a free-swimming larva which is covered with moving hairs called cilia. These cilia move 

the larva about the sea bottom. The sponge larva finally settles down on the sea bottom and 

attaches itself to a rock or another object. Then it begins to develop into the adult sponge. 

 Sponges may reproduce in two ways. One is by sexual reproduction through special cells 

in the sponge which give off female sex cells or eggs, or male sex cells or sperms. These sex 

cells unite and their unity results in the inception of a new sponge. Other sponges may reproduce 

asexually by growing buds and branches. These buds are sometimes called gemmules. 

 Sponges have very great powers of regeneration. That is, they are able to replace lost 

body parts or even most of the body if it is cut off. Some sponges can be pressed through very 

fine cloth so that all the cells in the sponge’s body are separated or left together in very small 

groups. But if these separate cells are put into water again, they will move about and eventually 

come together to form a new sponge.  

 In conclusion, permit me to say that this essay is not intended to exhaust the subject. If it 

has served the purpose of further stimulating you to appreciate the wonders of the creation of 

God, then your writer is satisfied. 
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