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The following table provides basic information about marine fish kept in aquariums. This information is fairly 
general in nature. For specific information about individual species needs and care, consult the Care Sheets 
on AI’s website, or other  reference materials.

Anthias
Anthias are typically a schooling fish that spend their time 
feeding on zooplankton above coral heads, therefore they 
should be fed several times per day. The Yellowstripe 
Anthias and Peach Anthias are two of the hardier 
Anthias available. Other species are a challenge to feed 
and require perfect water conditions with strong water 
movement. The use of refugiums where copepods can be 
grown and move into the main tank is often recommended. 
They do adapt well to live Artemia and frozen foods.

Batfish
Batfish are another large species not commonly seen in 
tanks. They grow quickly when fed a good diet of large 
meaty foods but are not reefsafe and will eat coral etc.

Only suggested for large aquariums.

Angelfish
Angelfish can be divided into Large and Small species.

Large species are generally not a fish for beginners as 
they require very large tanks and are not always keen 
to eat prepared foods. They are very territorial and 
will generally not tolerate their own species within the 
confines of an aquarium. Angelfish are not considered 
reefsafe and although can be trained to eat frozen foods 
they may require sponge or coral included in the diet.

Small species are easier to keep but many species still 
have specific needs. Most are omnivores and need plenty 
of vegetable matter in their diet. At AI we have shown that 
small angels of the same species, such as bicolour can 
can co-inhabit if introduced at the same time.

The hardiest small angelfish species include: Coral 
Beauty and Orange Lined Angelfish. All angelfish are 
identified by the spine located at the base of the gill cover.
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Boxfish & Pufferfish
Boxfish and Pufferfish are hardy fish that can be very 
inquisitive which can cause stress to small docile fish. 

When they are stressed or dying, many species release 
powerful toxins into the water.  These toxins can rapidly 
kill other fish. Their behaviour can be endearing to their 
owner as they will follow you around like a puppy. Puffers 
require hard food (Shellfish etc) to prevent their beak-
like teeth from overgrowing. Generally considered to be 
reefsafe.

Butterflyfish
Butterflyfish are a very diverse, large group with some 
members difficult to maintain in captivity, depending 
on species, due to their specialised feeding habits or 
sensitivity to changes in water quality. Species that are 
most suitable to aquarium life are: Klein’s Butterflyfish, 
Raccoon Butterflyfish and Threadfin Butterflyfish as well 
as Bannerfish which easily take to frozen or dry foods. 
Many species do not adapt to the aquarium environment 
and can be destructive to corals.

Cardinalfish
Cardinalfish are a reasonably hardy fish that are very 
peaceful and don’t do well with boisterous tank mates. 
They adapt well to captivity and will readily take a variety 
of live and frozen foods, as well as artificial feeds. 
They are a schooling species and do best when kept 
in groups. Many species are particularly sensitive to 
ammonia and nitrite levels. 

Provide coverage as most live in caves and/or are 
nocturnal.
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Clownfish
Clownfish are related to Damselfish and are very hardy 
(captive bred clowns are extremely well suited to life in 
captivity). They are territorial towards other Clownfish 
(apart from when a pair is formed) but are peaceful to 
other species. Clownfish will live happily without an 
anemone and become quite bold once they have settled 
in. They will happily accept any commercial foods and 
will only grow to a maximum of 8cm (Maroon Clownfish 
will grow to 12cm). Often breed in captivity and express 
courting behaviour.

Cod
Cod are very hardy but are highly predatory and will eat 
any fish that are slightly smaller than its own size. They 
are extremely territorial and will not tolerate members of 
their own species in the same tank. They will take most 
meaty marine foods with gusto.

Better suited to large aquarium with very stable water 
quality.

Damselfish
Damselfish are very hardy, reefsafe, and are able to 
tolerate less than perfect water conditions. They are not 
picky feeders and will accept commercial flakes, pellets 
and frozen foods. Damselfish remain small with most 
species not exceeding 10 cm in length, their downside is 
that they tend to get aggressive towards any tank mates 
as they mature. The blue types of damsels are generally 
not as aggressive as the other types.  Their aggressive 
feeding behaviour is useful in teaching other tankmates 
to feed.
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Dottybacks
Dottybacks are very hardy and are generally small fish 
with bright colouration. They will become very territorial 
especially with members of the same genus and more 
docile species. Dottybacks require a rocky structure to 
hide in or hides of an artificial nature.

Gobies & Blennies
Gobies and blennies are generally very hardy and 
tend to keep to themselves although many will attack 
conspecifics unless a pair is obtained. Many are algae 
eaters and many eat by sifting through the sand but most 
can be trained to eat frozen foods and some will accept 
dry foods. Most species do not grow very large (up to 
10cm) but some species can get to 20cm. Considered to 
be Reefsafe and good for algae control.

Hawkfish
Hawkfish are extremely hardy and can be aggressive 
towards small fish and other Hawkfish. They will eat 
most foods without any problem and will prey on small 
crustaceans.  A varied diet with spirulina and frozen 
mysis etc is best. Generally not considered to be 
reefsafe. Hawkfish prefer rocky structures to sit on.

Lionfish
Lionfish also known as Scorpionfish or Firefish are best 
known for their long and flowing fins. 

They are predatory fish that predominantly require live food 
although can be weaned onto frozen food. Freshwater food 
species such as goldfish have poor nutritional value, so 
the lionfish should be fed other marine life where possible. 
These fish have venomous spines and caution should be 
taken at all times when catching or moving these fish or 
even when placing hands in the tank for any reason.

Lionfish are best suited to large fish only aquaria.



Aquarium Industries Pty Ltd - 26 Shirley Way, Epping Vic 3076 Australia  
T: 03 9409 9300  F: 03 9401 3455  E: ai@aquariumindustries.com.au   W: www.aquariumindustries.com.au - ABN 91 135 901 585  
Basic Guide to Marine Fish - Copyright 2010  Aquarium Industries Pty Ltd

Basic Guide to Marine Fish

6

Mandarinfish & Dragonets
Mandarinfish and Dragonets are very disease resistant 
but prove to be a challenge to feed. They require an 
established tank with plenty of live rock so that the fish can 
feed on their natural prey items (Amphipods, Copepods 
and Worms). Mandarinfish are methodical feeders that 
do not fare well with competitors. They do not bother 
other fish but males will fight each other. They occupy the 
bottom of the tank where they constantly hunt for prey.  
Require live Artemia, but will take to frozen as well.

Moray Eels
Moray eels are quite hardy but can become too large for 
the average tank. Heavy filtration is required as they are 
messy feeders and require high protein diets (baitfish, 
mussel etc). They will eat small fish and require plenty of 
cover in which they will hide and adopt a typical pose of 
just having their head visible from the rockwork. A tight 
fitting lid is essential as eels are escape artists.

Rabbitfish
Rabbitfish are generally hardy aquarium species. Most 
may have toxic spines so should be handled with care. 
They are herbivorous, feeding on benthic algae in the wild 
so should be fed a variety of fresh vegetables and algae. 
The Foxface is one of the more popular aquarium species.

Seahorses & Pipefish
Seahorses and Pipefish are fascinating aquarium 
specimens. Captive bred specimens are trained to eat 
frozen Brine and Mysis Shrimp and are reasonably hardy 
as long as they are fed at least twice a day. They will not 
survive with aggressive or boisterous tank mates that will 
out compete them at feeding time. Docile species such as 
Gobies and Shrimp are best tankmates.
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Sharks and Rays
Rays have poisonous barbs that are capable of delivering 
a nasty sting and Sharks can bite – beware! They require 
a sandy substrate which they can bury into. Require live 
Crustaceans and Mussels to search for. Best suited to 
large fish only tanks due to nutrient output.

Triggerfish
Triggerfish are very hardy and very aggressive, they will 
eat most foods and are a threat to smaller tank mates 
including Shrimp, Crabs, Urchins, Sea Stars and smaller 
fish. They grow very large and will become destructive.  
They also have a bad habit of moving tank decorations/
equipment around.

Wrasse
Wrasse form one of the largest groups of marine fish 
available. Juvenile and smaller species are very suitable 
for the aquarium, while larger specimens can become 
boisterous and harass more peaceful tankmates. These 
fish are very inquisitive, are constantly active and are not 
fussy eaters. Many require a sandy substrate to bury in at 
night. Hogfish are closely related to wrasse and tend to get 
large and can become very aggressive. They feed on a 
variety of foods and occupy a variety of habitats.
There are fish only and reef safe varieties.

Tangs & Surgeonfish
Tangs and surgeonfish are reasonably hardy but are very 
prone to marine white spot. They grow quite large and 
need space as they are constantly on the move. Their 
diet primarily consists of algae, although there are a few 
carnivorous species. They can be aggressive to other 
tangs, however AI keep blue Tangs together without any 
problems.



Basic Guide to Marine Invertebrates

8Basic Guide to Marine Invertebrates - Copyright 2010  Aquarium Industries Pty Ltd

Aquarium Industries Pty Ltd - 26 Shirley Way, Epping Vic 3076 Australia  
T: 03 9409 9300  F: 03 9401 3455  E: ai@aquariumindustries.com.au   W: www.aquariumindustries.com.au - ABN 91 135 901 585  
Basic Guide to Marine Invertebrates - Copyright 2010  Aquarium Industries Pty Ltd 8

The following table provides basic information about marine invertebrates kept in aquariums.  
This information is fairly general in nature and we recommend consulting additional sources for more 
specific information about individual species.

Anemones
Anemones vary in size from a few centimeters to nearly 
2 meters across. The mouth is in the middle of the body 
surrounded by tentacles armed with many Cnidocytes, 
or stinging cells. These are generally considered toxic 
to marine fish except Clownfish, who live within the 
protection of the tentacles. 

Anemones are closely related to Corals and Jellyfish.

They are generally hard to keep in an aquarium as they 
require specific feeding as well as high levels of water 
quality and filtration.

Corallimorphs
Corallimorphs, also known as mushroom or false corals 
are actually more closely related to Anemones than 
corals. There are 2 main types of Corallimorphs, one of 
which has tentacles over the whole surface, while the 
other has them just around the edges. They derive food 
by both filter feeding and through Zooxanthellae which 
produce ‘food’ through photosynthesis. Care must be 
taken in an aquarium as they can produce toxins that 
can kill and/or harm Corals.

They can withstand changes in water quality and lighting 
and are available in a variety of striking colours. 

Crabs
Crabs are usually very hardy and come in all shapes and 
sizes.  While some grow to be too large and destructive 
for the aquarium, the small Hermit Crabs available are 
scavengers and are useful at cleaning up leftovers. Janitor 
Crabs are a great addition to a reef tank as part of the 
‘clean up crew’ and are very comical to watch as they climb 
around the rockwork.
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Shrimp
Shrimp are scavengers and perform the important 
service of cleaning up uneaten food in the aquarium.  
However, they should still be fed separately. They are 
very sensitive to changes in pH and specific gravity and 
can be harassed or eaten by large fish. Some perform 
cleaning services to rid fish of parasites.

Molluscs
Molluscs include species such as Snails, Trochus, 
Cowrie, Clams, Nudibranchs, Octopus etc. This group of 
invertebrates are soft-bodied animals generally with a shell. 
One of the largest groups, Snails, are renowned for their 
shells. The Bivalves, or two-shell Molluscs include clams, 
Scallops, and Oysters and offer secondary filtering ability 
in your tank. The Octopus, the Squid, and the Sea Slugs 
have evolved without shells and have developed survival 
strategies to replace their protective armour. Many of these 
species are considered great tank janitors and Sea Slugs 
in particular are a great help in keeping the sand substrate 
in aquariums healthy.

Live Rock
Live Rock is rock from the ocean that is generally composed 
of limestone and decomposing coral skeleton, usually from 
around a coral reef. It is usually covered with beneficial 
algae, tiny invertebrates and bacteria that are desirable in 
the aquarium. It may also contain a range of larger life forms 
such as Crabs, Snails, Sea Stars, Limpets, Abalones, and an 
occasional Sea Urchin, Sea Anemone, Coral, or Sea Sponge. 

Live rock is available in 2 forms - uncured and cured.  
Uncured rock must be quarantined in a separate tank while 
undergoing the curing process, which involves the inevitable 
die-off of some of the rock’s inhabitants and the subsequent 
production of undesirable ammonia and nitrite. Live rock that 
is already ‘cured’ is also available and is considered safe to 
introduce straight to the aquarium.  
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Sea Stars & Urchins  
Sea stars and Urchins feed on algae and detritus, and are 
extremely sensitive to changes in pH and specific gravity. 
Therefore good water quality maintenance and filtration 
are required for success. They belong to the echinoderms 
(meaning ‘spiny skin’) group of animals which also 
includes, Feather Stars, and Sea Cucumbers. 

They are simple animals, lacking a brain and complex 
sensing organs and occur in a range of shapes and 
colours. This group are considered to be good tank 
janitors.

Zooanthids
Zooanthids are a very simple Coral that grows in 
colonies. These Corals are great for beginners as they 
are relatively forgiving of poor water quality compared to 
other Corals. It is important to ensure adequate light of 
the correct spectrum and intensity.


