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P hysalia physalis, the Portuguese man-of-war, can 
be found in the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian 
oceans, as well as the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of 

Mexico. It also is commonly found along the Florida 
and Gulf coasts and in the Sargasso Sea. In  
Florida and Texas, it may be found on the beach 
in great numbers after a storm or strong winds 
(Figures 1–3). Most Portuguese man-of-wars have 
floats approximately 3-in long, but they can achieve 
lengths of 12 in, with tentacles up to 165-ft long. 
Their locomotion mostly is passive, with the float 
acting as a sail. Along with other jellyfish, they are a 
preferred food source for some sea turtles.

The Portuguese man-of-war actually is a col-
ony of polyps rather than a single organism. The 
pneumatophore, or float, represents one type of 
polyp; the dactylozooids, or tentacles, are a second 
type. The remaining types of polyps are the gas-
trozooids, or feeding polyps, and the gonozooids, 
which are involved in reproduction. The Portuguese  
man-of-war feeds mainly on small fish and plank-
ton. Tentacles bear stinging nematocysts (coiled 
rope and harpoonlike structures) that are used for 
both catching fish and self-defense. Clownfish and  
yellow jack can live within the tentacles. Reproduc-
tion is both sexual and asexual. Gametes of 2 mature 
hydroids produce the initial larval form, which then  
expands by asexual budding.

The Portuguese man-of-war belongs to the  
phylum Cnidaria (hollow-bodied radially symmetric 
animals with nematocysts). The phylum includes 
the man-of-war (class Hydrozoa, or “water animals”), 

true jellyfish (class Scyphozoa, or “bowl animals”), 
and sea anemones and corals (class Anthozoa, or 
“flower animals”).

Stings from Portuguese man-of-wars produce 
intense pain and linear erythematous plaques as 
well as systemic symptoms.1 Fatal human enven-
omation has been reported, with respiratory arrest 
and cardiovascular collapse.2,3 It should be noted, 
however, that man-of-war stings are common in 
southern waters, and severe toxic reactions are 
rare. Simple ice application can produce pain 
relief,4 but because most marine venoms are inacti-
vated by heat, hot water immersion (40–418C) also 
can be helpful. Mechanical removal of tentacles 
can be aided by seawater and sand, but fresh-
water can trigger nematocyst release and should 
be avoided. Although vinegar has been used to 
inhibit discharge of nematocysts from Portuguese 
man-of-war tentacles, it should not be used for an 
Australian species of Physalia (the single-tentacle 
Physalia utriculus bluebottle jellyfish). Vinegar has 
been shown to cause discharge of up to 30% of the 
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Figure 1. Portuguese man-of-war on a beach in Miami 
Beach, Florida, after a storm. Nematocysts remain  
capable of stinging.
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nematocysts from this species, and some authors 
discourage the use of vinegar for any Physalia  
species.5 Various jellyfish sting inhibitors have 
been marketed, but there have been questions 
about their efficacy.6

P physalis nematocysts occur in 2 sizes (10.6 
and 23.5 nm). The smaller nematocysts are more 
common and contain venom that is lethal to chick 
embryonic cardiocytes at doses of 0.6 mg. In con-
trast, 20 mg of protein from the larger nematocysts 
was innocuous in the same model.7 Low doses of  
P physalis venom cause a linear increase in intracel-
lular calcium accumulation and porelike structures 
in the cell membrane, leading to osmotic swelling 
and lysis.8,9 In a rat model, Physalia envenomation 
caused gross morphologic changes in internal 
organs, including the liver, spleen, gallbladder, 
heart, and lungs.10 The venom exhibits neurotoxic-
ity in experimental models.11 In sufficient quantity, 
Portuguese man-of-war stings also are cardiotoxic 
in humans.12 A high molecular weight toxin from  
P physalis blocks glutamate-evoked neuron poten-
tials in a dose-dependent manner.13 Leukotri-
ene inhibition can reduce vasopermeability from  
Physalia venom if administered 5 minutes prior to 
challenge.14 Portuguese man-of-war venom causes 
vascular dilatation in vitro, probably by stimula-
tion of endogenous prostaglandin synthesis.15 The 
value of systemic therapy remains largely untested.

Delayed reactions are immune in nature.  
Portuguese man-of-war venom cross-reacts with 

other jellyfish venom, and the immune response 
can be modulated by sun exposure. Mouse lymph 
node and spleen cells immunized with Chrysaora 
quinquecirrha (sea nettle) venom demonstrate a 
proliferative response to Portuguese man-of-war 
venom. UV irradiation to the skin either before or 
after venom sensitization was capable of suppress-
ing the proliferative response.16 Erythema nodo-
sum and arthralgia have been reported following 
jellyfish envenomation and have been associated 
with marked elevation of immunoglobulins G and  
M against P physalis.17

For local residents and tourists who travel to 
southern waters, Portuguese man-of-war stings may 
be an unpleasant reality. Most stings are innocuous 
and the discomfort most easily is managed with a 
simple application of ice. Delayed immune reactions 
are complex in nature and some reactions respond to 
corticosteroid therapy.

ReFeRences
 1.  Haddad V Jr, da Silveira FL, Cardoso JL, et al. A report 

of 49 cases of cnidarian envenoming from southeastern 
Brazilian coastal waters. Toxicon. 2002;40:1445-1450.

 2.  Stein MR, Marraccini JV, Rothschild NE, et al. Fatal  
Portuguese man-o’-war (Physalia physalis) envenomation. 
Ann Emerg Med. 1989;18:312-315.

 3.  Burnett JW, Gable WD. A fatal jellyfish envenomation by 
the Portuguese man-o’war. Toxicon. 1989;27:823-824.

 4.  Exton DR, Fenner PJ, Williamson JA. Cold packs: effec-
tive topical analgesia in the treatment of painful stings 

Figure 2. Float details of a small Portuguese man-of-war. Figure 3. Portuguese man-of-war on a beach in Miami 
Beach, Florida.



188  CUTIS®

Close Encounters With the Environment

by Physalia and other jellyfish. Med J Aust. 1989;151: 
625-626.

 5.  Fenner PJ, Williamson JA, Burnett JW, et al. First aid treat-
ment of jellyfish stings in Australia. response to a newly 
differentiated species. Med J Aust. 1993;158:498-501.

 6.  Burnett JW. Lack of efficacy of a combination sunblock 
and “jellyfish sting inhibitor” topical preparation against 
Physalia sting. Dermatitis. 2005;16:151.

 7.  Burnett JW, Ordonez JV, Calton GJ. Differential toxicity 
of Physalia physalis (Portuguese man-o’war) nematocysts 
separated by flow cytometry. Toxicon. 1986;24:514-518.

 8.  Edwards LP, Whitter E, Hessinger DA. Apparent 
membrane pore-formation by Portuguese man-of-war  
(Physalia physalis) venom in intact cultured cells. Toxicon. 
2002;40:1299-1305.

 9.  Edwards L, Hessinger DA. Portuguese man-of-war  
(Physalia physalis) venom induces calcium influx into 
cells by permeabilizing plasma membranes. Toxicon. 
2000;38:1015-1028.

10.  Alam JM, Qasim R. Changes in serum components 
induced by venoms of marine animals. Pak J Pharm Sci. 
1993;6:81-87.

11.  Menendez R, Mas R, Garateix A, et al. Effects of 
a high molecular weight polypeptidic toxin from 
Physalia physalis (Portuguese man-of-war) on cholin-
ergic responses. Comp Biochem Physiol C. 1990;95: 
63-69.

12.  Alam JM, Qasim R. Toxicology of Physalia’s (Portuguese 
man-o’ war) venom. Pak J Pharm Sci. 1991;4:159-168.

13.  Mas R, Menendez R, Garateix A, et al. Effects of a high 
molecular weight toxin from Physalia physalis on gluta-
mate responses. Neuroscience. 1989;33:269-273.

14.  Burnett JW, Calton GJ. Pharmacological effects of vari-
ous venoms on cutaneous capillary leakage. Toxicon. 
1986;24:614-617.

15.  Loredo JS, Gonzalez RR Jr, Hessinger DA. Effect of  
Portuguese man-of-war venom on isolated vascular seg-
ments. J Pharmacol Exp Ther. 1986;236:140-143.

16.  Miura S, Burnett JW, Aurelian L. Immunity to jellyfish 
venoms: suppression of venom-induced immune responses 
in ultraviolet B-irradiated mice. Toxicon. 1993;31: 
1415-1422.

17.  Auerbach PS, Hays JT. Erythema nodosum following a 
jellyfish sting. J Emerg Med. 1987;5:487-491.


