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In photosymbiotic giant clams, vertical columns of single-celled algae absorb sunlight that has first
been forward scattered from a superficial layer of light-scattering cells called iridocytes. In principle, this
arrangement could lead to a highly efficient system but it has been unclear how to calculate a productivity
denominator to normalize the performance of the system. Inspired by the geometry observed in the clam,
we have created an analytical model that calculates the idealized performance of a system with a geometry
similar to the clam. In our model, photosynthesis-irradiance behavior obeys that of algal cells isolated from
clams. Using a standard rate of eight photons of photosynthetically active radiation required to create one
molecule of O2, we find that a fixed geometry of the “light-dilution” strategy employed by the clams can
reach a quantum efficiency of 43% relative to the solar resource in intense tropical sunlight. In comparing
the performance of the model to published photosynthesis-irradiance relations of living clams, we have
observed that the living system easily exceeds the performance of the static model. Therefore, we have next
considered a model in which the system geometry changes dynamically to optimize the quantum efficiency
as a function of the solar irradiance. In this scenario, with changes in irradiance typical of a sunny tropical
day, the performance of the model was consistent with that of large mature living clams and had a quantum
efficiency of 67%. We also show that a similar dynamic modulation of the clam-tissue geometry could
plausibly occur in the living animals. We have considered the possibility that efficiency gains in the living
system could also occur via further optimization of per-cell absorbance of multiply scattered light within
the highly absorbing system. However, a numerical model of radiative transfer within clam tissue that
captures realistic multiple scattering has not located efficiency gains relative to the simpler single-pass
analytical model. Therefore, we infer that additional resource efficiency over the dynamic, large-clam-
like model would require nontrivial organization among cells at small length scales. We also observe that
boreal spruce forests coupled to atmospheric haze may realize the same scale-invariant scattering-and-
absorbance strategy as the clams but at a different, larger, length scale. Given these results, our model
may demonstrate the maximum realizable light-use efficiency of a large photosynthetic system relative to
the solar resource. The general principles here also readily generalize to any photosynthetic cell type or
organic photoconversion material and solar-irradiance regime. They could therefore provide inspiration
both for engineering novel efficient photoconversion processes and materials and inform optimal land-use
estimates for efficient industrial biomass production.
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I. INTRODUCTION

What is the maximum possible efficiency and productiv-
ity of a large-scale photosynthetic system? Photosynthesis
contains an energy-efficiency paradox. At large spatial
and temporal scales, photosynthetic ecosystems are sur-
prisingly inefficient at utilizing the solar resource. Crops
grown under high solar irradiance for food and fuel only
convert around 3% of the energy in sunlight into usable
photosynthate (see, e.g., Ref. [1]). In contrast, at small
length and time scales, the photosystems that perform the
initial electron-separation event converting light energy
into chemical energy approach 100% efficiency [2]. As a
simple matter of energy conservation, the light reactions
of photosynthesis require eight photons of photosynthet-
ically active radiation to fix one molecule of O2 [3]. In
crops growing in soil, there is probably no straightfor-
ward way for the high potential resource efficiency of the
light reactions to transmit to production of biomass [1].
Unicellular algae, as they do not require roots, shoots, or
complex vasculature to connect the two, have the potential
to be especially resource efficient both in the photosyn-
thetic light reactions and in the movement of energy from
the light reactions to carbon fixation.

The modern economy runs on photosynthetic products
accumulated over geologic time. Cultivation of unicellular
algae at the industrial scale is a potential route to econom-
ically meaningful quantities of nonfossil liquid fuels and
chemical feedstocks. This is because algae can be grown
at high densities in liquid culture and many species readily
deposit a majority of photosynthesized carbon into intra-
cellular oil droplets rather than in complex extracellular
polymers [4]. The field presently employs many geometric
strategies for large-scale liquid-cultivation schemes such
as open ponds, cylindrical tubes, spherical bags, falling
droplets, and internal illumination [5,6]. These strategies
all have an optical path length that is large compared to
the mean free path between cells in the dense culture, such
that Beers law and exponential decay govern the radiative
transfer through the system [7]. Because the light-use effi-
ciencies of single cells are strongly dependent on the light
intensity, an exponential decay of light through a dense
culture means that a few cells experience too high a light
intensity to be efficient and many cells experience too low
a light intensity to be highly productive [8]. Various archi-
tectures using internal artificial illumination can lead to
greater per-cell and system productivity but suffer critically
from higher monetary and energy-input costs relative to
using ambient sunlight as the energy source [9,10].

To address the question of just how light efficient any
area-spanning system for algal cultivation under ambient
sunlight can be, we consider the case of the giant clam
(genus Tridacna). These animals are symbiotic with uni-
cellular algae in the dinoflagellate genus Symbiodinium.
In this symbiosis, the algae live in the mantle tissue,

performing photosynthesis and contributing energy to the
host in the form of small organic molecules. The large clam
uses its large filter-feeding apparatus to contribute nitro-
gen and other nutrients to the system [11,12]. Through a
reanalysis of experimental data from a classic 1985 paper
[11], we demonstrate here that at tropical solar intensi-
ties, large clams photosynthesize at rates that reflect near-
perfect efficiency in the initial oxygen-evolution step of
photosynthesis. Here, we develop a simple physical model
of light scattering and photoconversion that can explain
how this unprecedented efficiency is likely achieved in the
clam system.

Giant clams are a group of photosymbiotic bivalves with
around a dozen species in the genus Tridacna. They live
in shallow coral-reef environments throughout the trop-
ical Indo-Pacific oceans. The animals are free spawning
and larvae develop in the water column and begin feed-
ing on phytoplankton. The ingestion of algal cells lead
to the larvae settling on to a coral reef and developing
into a small clam with photosynthetic algae in its man-
tle tissue. As the clam grows, the initial population of
unicellular algae multiply and develop into an array of ver-
tical columnar structures in the mantle tissue of the clam
[13]. These algal columns are roughly 100 µm in diam-
eter and approximately 150 µm apart. In contrast, very
similar unicellular algae exist as photosymbionts in coral
tissues, where they are diffusely organized in a mono-
layer. This difference in the geometry of the organization
of the algae in the tissue is easily visible by eye: where
algae are visible in the clam tissue beneath and around
the superficial iridocytes, the mantle tissue appears sat-
urated black [Fig. 1(a)]. In contrast, reef-building corals

(a) (b)

FIG. 1. (a) A giant clam on a Palauan coral reef adjacent to
reef-building corals in the genus Acropora. Both species har-
bor photosymbionts in the genus Symbiodinium but the overall
reflectance of the two animals is quite different. (b) A small indi-
vidual T. crocea, with strong directional illumination from the
left. Under this asymmetric illumination, the forward-scattering
iridocytes on the left side of the animal become transparent,
revealing regular arrays of algae organized into an array of
vertically oriented cylinders.
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are generally a paler biscuitlike color due to the less-
dense packing of algae in the tissue [Fig. 1(a)]. When the
clams are under strongly directional lateral illumination,
the forward-scattering iridocytes become transparent and
reveal the columnar arrays of densely packed microalgae
within the mantle tissue that lead to the appearance of
saturated black mantle tissue under overhead illumination
[Fig. 1(b)].

Given the differences in density and organization of pho-
tosymbionts between clams and corals, it is interesting to
consider the performance of clams in comparison to corals
and with respect to the solar resource. When in hospite
with a coral, Symbiodinium are very efficient at the scale
of individual cells, approaching theoretical limits [14]. In
low light, at mesophotic depths of 40–50 m, corals can be
highly solar-resource efficient [15]. However, considered
at the scale of the whole organism and the solar resource
in shallow water and high irradiances, the coral system
is quite inefficient, since only around 80% of available
sunlight is absorbed and 96% of that absorbed light is
dissipated as heat [14,16].

Unlike corals, giant clams are not known to live at
mesophotic depths. Where we have worked with giant
clams in Palau (where the photographs in Fig. 1 were
taken), the animals are commonly found in reef locations
that are exposed at low tide and are only infrequently
found at depths greater than 10 m. Palau is located at
7◦N latitude and for much of the year the weather is
clear, such that these low-tide-exposed clams regularly
experience some of the most intense sunlight on Earth.
A weather station located at Palau International Coral
Research Center (PICRC) in Koror, Palau, where our prior
experimental work on these animals took place, shows
that a typical midday irradiance at ground level can be
1500 µE m−2 s−1 [17]. The effects of wave-lensed caus-
tics in these very clear and shallow waters can amplify the
average background irradiance by tenfold for brief pulses
[18], such that considering a time-averaged background
irradiance may even underestimate the irradiances experi-
enced over short time scales by the clam system. Because
clams have more, and more densely packed, algae than
corals immediately adjacent to them on the same reefs
and are also absorbing some of the most intense sun-
light on Earth, they seem a particularly interesting system
to investigate solar-resource efficiency in intense natural
sunlight.

The clam mantle tissue contains iridocytes, light-
scattering cells the optical behavior of which we have
previously described [19,20]. Iridocytes contain dense
approximately 100-nm-thick platelets organized orthogo-
nal to the direction of incoming light layered within a
round cell of approximately 8 µm diameter. These cells
scatter collimated downwelling sunlight forward into the
tissue of the clam in a cone about 15◦ wide. (It is reason-
able to consider light entering the clam to be collimated

due to the phenomenon of Snell’s window refracting light
into the water at a fixed near-downwelling angle at the
air-water interface.) The algae in the clam mantle tis-
sue are positioned under the iridocytes. These algae are
about 10 µm in diameter and loosely packed into vertical
columns that are roughly 100 µm in diameter and 150 µm
apart. Due to the scattering of the iridocytes, the surfaces
of these columns experience a roughly equal light intensity
along the entire length [19]. The system can be conceptu-
alized as a solar transformer, in which a high incident solar
flux is down-converted via light scattering from the irido-
cytes, resulting in a lower local flux over a larger area at
the surfaces of the pillars. Our previous work suggests that
the individual algae in the system experience local light
intensities that are roughly 10% of the initial intensity inci-
dent on the surface of the system, and almost all of the
light incident on the system is absorbed at the lower local
flux [19]. We do not currently understand the actual or
possible resource-scale energy efficiency of such a system,
however.

Other prior work on photosynthesis in giant clams has
been conducted from an organismal-physiology perspec-
tive and has focused on the extent to which the clam meets
its metabolic needs through photosynthesis of the sym-
bionts versus filtering particles using the gills of the animal
(see, e.g., Refs. [11,21–23]). In this prior physiological
context, it has been determined that larger clams both
meet more of their carbon requirement from photosynthe-
sis [24] and are healthy and photosynthetically efficient at
relatively high light intensities [21,23]. These results are
consistent with the animals having high light-use efficien-
cies that also increase as the animals grow but these studies
do not directly address the question of how efficiently
any given clam converts the solar resource to chemical
energy.

Because the efficiency of biological photosynthesis
generally increases with decreasing flux [25], the solar-
transformer geometry of the clam suggests that such an
arrangement could also be highly efficient at solar energy
conversion. The objective of this work is to develop
a simple framework for understanding what large-scale
resource-level efficiencies are physically plausible for pho-
tosynthesis in such a solar-transformer design. What is the
overall performance of the system and does it allow the
symbiosis to approach anything like a perfectly efficient
use of the solar resource using natural photosynthesis?

We have developed a simple physical model to under-
stand how the evolved tissue structure of the clam relates
to the optimization of solar-resource efficiency. We model
the clam system as a simple vertically oriented cylinder in
which light incident on the horizontal circular top surface
(analogous to the iridocytes) is uniformly redistributed
along the inner vertical wall (analogous to a radially aver-
aged set of nearest-neighbor columns of algae) (Fig. 2,
bottom right). The walls of the cylinder perform with the
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FIG. 2. A schematic of the simple-cylinder model. (a) The
model geometry and parameters. (b) The schematic arrange-
ment of cells in (left to right) the “ideal-cylinder” case and the
“random-layer” case and how the more literal clam-tissue geom-
etry containing columns of algae compares to these geometrically
simpler cases.

photosynthesis-irradiance behavior of a dilute suspension
of algae that were isolated from a giant clam in prior
work ([11], Fig. 2). We can then consider analytically the
interplay of system geometry and efficiency.

We use this simplification to explore the resource effi-
ciency using the parameters of rate of O2 evolution per
area, as a function of irradiance and as a function of solar
irradiance considered over a day. We then compare the per-
formance of this simple cylindrical system to one with the
same physical size and total number of algal cells but with
the algae uniformly and randomly arranged throughout
the volume.

Then, to explore the effects of multiple scattering that
occur in the more geometrically complicated system of
columns of algae in the real clam, we compare this simple
analytical model to a numerical model of light scattering of
a more realistic system with discrete realistic cell positions
and the actual geometry of the clam system.

We find that if the geometry of the simple-cylinder
system can be modulated with light intensity via cycles
of inflation and deflation of the mantle tissue, leading to
expansion and contraction of the effective cylinder radius
with light intensity, the model approaches 70% quantum
efficiency with respect to the solar resource over a realis-
tic day of solar flux in the tropics. Inflation and deflation
of the mantle tissue is a major part of the behavior of a
clam, observed most typically in a “flinching” response
to perturbation. In this scenario, the mantle should be

relatively deflated in high light, decreasing the effective
radial spacing between columns, thereby increasing the
factor by which light is diluted and decreasing our parame-
ter f . In low light, the mantle should inflate, increasing the
effective radial column spacing, decreasing light dilution,
and increasing our parameter f .

Similarly, if the algae within the living clam are also
able to position themselves within columns to optimize
the per-cell absorbance of “second-pass” radiation inside
the columns, it is physically plausible for the clam sys-
tem to achieve near-perfect solar-resource efficiency, as
is suggested to be possible from literature photosynthesis-
irradiance data for large living clams (see our re-analysis
of [11], below).

II. THEORY

In our simple model of a biological solar transformer,
we consider a cylinder. Light incident on the horizontal
circular top of the cylinder is redirected through scattering
such that the flux on the vertical sides of the cylinder is
constant at every point.

The flux on the top of the cylinder in a time interval t is

F = N
πr2 , (1)

where N is a number of photons per time, r is the radius of
the cylinder, and F is the incident solar flux (Fig. 2).

We imagine that the horizontal top surface of the cylin-
der scatters downwelling incident light such that the flux
on the vertical wall of the cylinder is equal at every point.
In this scenario, the flux on the inside of the cylinder
will be

F ′ = N
2πrd

, (2)

where N is the number of photons per time incident on the
surface and d is the vertical depth of the cylinder (Figs. 2
and 3).

The photon flux experienced at the walls of the cylinder
is then related to the ratio of the area of the circular top of
the cylinder to the area of the vertical wall of the cylinder.
We define a flux down-conversion factor f dictated by the
geometry of the cylinder:

f ≡ F ′

F
=

N
2πrd

N
πr2

= r
2d

. (3)

We then consider that the vertical wall of the cylinder is
uniformly covered in unicellular algae such that the effec-
tive number of cells in the system, n, is the surface area
of the cylinder divided by the projected area of a single
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(a) (b)

FIG. 3. (a) A conceptual rendering of light propagation
through a random layer of Symbiodinium. (b) A conceptual ren-
dering of light propagation through a simple model cylinder in
which each cell in the wall of the cylinder experiences the same
light intensity.

spherical cell with radius R:

n = 2πrd
πR2 . (4)

To estimate how photosynthesis performs as a function
of this geometry, we have used an analytical model of
photosynthesis-irradiance behavior developed by Eiler and
Peeters [25]. We summarize it here to emphasize the ana-
lytical and experimental grounding of the present work.
Eiler and Peeters’s model captures the essential steady-
state features of biological phototransduction using a set
of differential equations. Consider that a photosystem can
be in one of three states: resting, activated, or inhibited.
A resting photosystem absorbs a photon, transitioning to
the activated state. The rate α of these transitions will be
proportional to the light intensity I . During a short time
interval t, the photosystem generates a unit of chemical
energy, after which the photosystem returns to the rest-
ing state with rate constant γ . However, if the photosystem
absorbs a second photon while still in the activated state,
it can become inactivated. The mean rate of transition β

from the activated to the inactivated state is then also pro-
portional to the intensity. Photoinhibition develops slowly
relative to energy production, so β will be smaller than
α. Photosystems transition from the inhibited state back to
the resting state through a slower repair process with rate
δ. The probability of being in the resting state is P1, the
probability of being in the active state is P2, and the prob-
ability of being in the inhibited state is P3, with P1, P2,
and P3 defining the values at steady state. With this simple
model, the authors of [25] have derived a set of differential
equations that generate a very general and accurate

description of experimentally measured photosynthesis-
irradiance behavior of living systems, summarized
as follows.

First, a given photosystem must be in one of the three
defined states such that

P1 + P2 + P3 = 1. (5)

Then, the set of possible transitions corresponds to

dP1

dt
= −αIP1 + γ P2 + δP3,

dP2

dt
= αIP1 − (βI + γ ) P2,

and

dP3

dt
= βIP2 − δP3.

(6)

The rate of production of the system at steady state, p , for
a given intensity I is then

p = kNP2 = kαγ δNI
αβI 2 + (α + β) δI + γ δ

, (7)

where N is the number of photosystems and k is a propor-
tionality constant with units of the rate of photosynthetic
production.

By writing

a = β

kγ δN
, b = (α + β)

αkγ N
, and c = 1

kαN
, (8)

we can find a simple expression of the rate of production
of the system as a function of irradiance to be

p = I
aI 2 + bI + c

. (9)

Eiler and Peeters’s parameters a, b, and c are then con-
venient and theoretically grounded quantities that provide
excellent fits to the experimental photosynthesis versus
irradiance (PI) behavior of a photosynthetic system [25].
For a unit of light energy, we use the einstein (E), or
a mole of photons in the photosynthetically active range
of 400–750 nm, so that our units of light flux become
µE m−2 s−1.

To use this model of photosynthesis in a clamlike geom-
etry, we repurpose experimental data from a study of
giant-clam photosynthesis by Fisher and colleagues [11].
Fisher and colleagues have isolated algae from giant-clam
mantle tissue and determined photosynthesis-irradiance
parameters for a dilute suspension of algal cells to
be a = 1.32 × 10−4 [µg chlA h/µmol O2(µE/m−2 s−1)],
b = 2.75 (µg chlA h/µmol O2), and c = 122 [(µE/

m−2 s−1) µg chlA h]/µmol O2 (Fig. 4).
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FIG. 4. The photosynthesis-irradiance relation for dilute Sym-
biodinium from Fisher and colleagues [11]. The red squares
indicate experimental data points and the blue line indicates the
equation fitted to these data.

If a suspension of algal cells is dilute such that all cells in
the system experience the same incident flux, the resulting
experimental PI relation can be used to calculate the pro-
duction of dense systems of cells with changing internal
irradiance.

In a randomly organized dense layer of algae, radiance
decays from the surface exponentially with depth z and
attenuation coefficient ε according to Beers law:

I (z) = I0e−εz. (10)

The productivity of the dense layer can be found by inte-
grating the photosynthesis-irradiance relation of the dilute
system by depth. The integrated rate of production P over
a depth of z of a dense layer will be

P =
∫ z

0
p (I (z)) dz. (11)

If scattering is minimal, the attenuation coefficient of the
system approaches the single-cell absorption coefficient
and ε of the random system will be the product of a single-
cell absorption cross section and the number density of
the system, resulting in units of attenuation per meter. We
use a single-cell absorption cross section of 56 µm2, esti-
mated from our own measurements and similar to literature
values for Symbiodinium algae (see, e.g., Ref. [26]).

By combining Eq. (10) with Eq. (11), it is possible to
obtain an analytical solution for the integrated productivity
of the system over a specified range of light intensities. See
Eiler and Peeters for a detailed derivation (see Ref. [25,
Eqs. (42)–(45)]).

In contrast, the intensity with depth along the walls
of our model cylinders will, by definition, be constant

for a given cylinder geometry and corresponding flux
down-conversion factor f [Eq. (3)]:

Icyl = I0f . (12)

The depth-integrated productivity for the cylinder, as
defined in Eq. (11), will be

P = p (I0f ) d. (13)

Using the original dimensions of Fisher and colleagues
[11], the depth-integrated production has dimensions of
µmol O2 m µg−1

chlA h−1. We can then normalize this result
by the mass of chlorophyll A per cell (2.5 pg per cell,
also reported in Ref. [11]) to find the areal productivity
of the system in µmol O2 m−2 h−1. We can also define
a simple metric of light-use efficiency of any of our sys-
tems from the energetic requirement of eight photons of
absorbed light required to make one molecule of O2 [3] and
we define this relative to the incident flux, not the energy
absorbed by the system.

We have used this analytical framework to estimate the
system productivity for idealized cylinders with evenly
illuminated walls that behave like living Symbiodinium
cells. We have compared the behavior of these cylinders
to layers of the same dimension with the same number
of cells organized randomly in the volume. The qualita-
tive visual difference between light attenuation between the
two-cylinder versus the random-layer system is shown in
Fig. 3.

III. PRODUCTIVITY OF THE SIMPLE MODELS

A. Productivity in the f-I plane

We have calculated the depth-integrated rate of pro-
duction [Eq. (10)] and the corresponding area-normalized
production for a set of cylinders of increasing aspect ratio
but small absolute size, the optical behavior of which is
described in Eq. (3). We have fixed the radius of the top
of the cylinder at a size of 700 µm, which approximates
the nearest-neighbor distance between pillars in the liv-
ing clam system [19]. We have considered a range of
aspect ratios corresponding to f from f = 0.001 to 1, which
results in a range of cylinder depths from 35 cm to 350
µm. We have calculated the productivity over a range of
incident-light intensities from 0 to 3000 µE m−2 s−1. We
have then compared the performance of these simple ideal-
ized cylinders to the depth-integrated productivity rate for
a randomly organized layer of cells of the same volume
and number of cells but a spatially uniform cell density
(Fig. 5). The cells lining each idealized cylinder experi-
ence a constant flux of F ′ = rI/2d according to the logic
in Eq. (3). The cells in the random-layer experience an
intensity that decays exponentially with depth according to
Eq. (11). In our simple productivity model, cells that expe-
rience an irradiance less than the compensation level, or
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FIG. 5. (a) The calculated productivity of a random layer of
algae. (b) The calculated productivity of the simple-cylinder
model as a function of the cylinder parameter f and the equiva-
lent average density as the layers represented in (a). The magenta
curve indicates the contour of optimal productivity as a function
of the intensity and f .

the flux at which the rate of photosynthesis is equal to the
rate of cellular respiration, have a productivity of zero. We
have assigned the compensation level of Symbiodinium to
be 15 µE m−2 s−1 given reports in the literature [27].

In this f-I space, both the random layer and its cor-
responding cylinder trace out curves that reflect the
photosynthesis-irradiance behavior of the underlying sys-
tem (Fig. 5). The productivity of the cylindrical system
sharply increases as f decreases from 0.2 to zero, while
the random layer is flat for the same values of f . At the
maximum considered incident flux, I = 3000 µE m−2 s−1,
the productivity of the cylinder was maximum at f = 0.005,
with a value of 0.9 mol O2 m−2 h−1. At smaller values
of f or I , the cylindrical system sees a flux lower than
the defined compensation level, such that productivity is
zero, indicated by the white region of the plot. In con-
trast, the comparable random layer has a productivity of
0.06 mol O2 m−2 h−1. In the larger f-I space, the produc-
tivity of the random layer has a similar structure to that
of the cylinders but has much smaller values of produc-
tivity throughout most of the space. When considering the
ratio of productivity of the idealized cylindrical system to
that of a similar random layer, the cylinders are up to 12
times more productive with the same number of cells in the
same volume (Fig. 6). In the upper-right regions of the f-I

space, where intensities are high and cylinders are wider, a
random layer is more productive than the cylinder. This is
because all the cells in the cylinder are experiencing high
photoinhibition, while the exponential attenuation within
the random layer ensures that some cells in the layer are
operating efficiently.

B. Absolute performance of the system relative to eight
photons per molecule of O2

We have evaluated the light-use efficiency of this model
relative to the solar resource using the basic energetic
requirement that eight photons of photosynthetically active
radiation are required to fix one molecule of O2 [3]. In the
random-layer system, the efficiency relative to the resource
decreases as the intensity increases at all values of f . The
resource efficiency of the cylinders increases with decreas-
ing f at all intensities, until the point at which further
decreases in f drop the system below the compensation
level (Fig. 7). The simple-cylinder system can operate
close to 70% of perfect resource efficiency at any realistic
incident-light intensity. Larger values of f have maximum
efficiency at lower incident intensities (e.g., f = 0.1 results
in 70% efficiency at 250 µE m−2 s−1) and smaller values
of f are more efficient at higher intensities (e.g, f = 0.05 is
70% efficient close to 3000 µE m−2 s−1).

C. Diurnal model of productivity

The overall productivity of any given cylinder or layer
depends both on the efficiency associated with a given
intensity and on the number of cells experiencing light
intensities greater than the cellular compensation level,
in our study chosen to be 15 µE m−2 s−1. So, for any
given value of f , cells in the system will exist above or
below the compensation level at different times of day.
Understanding the absolute performance of our model in
natural illumination therefore requires integrating produc-
tivity over the natural changes of light intensity over an
average day.

To study the performance of our cylinder and layer
systems over light intensities changing in time, we have
developed a simple model of irradiance over a day in
the giant-clam habitat (1-m water depth near the equator).
Briefly, we have fitted a Gaussian function to a month-long
set of down-welling PAR obtained from a publicly avail-
able data set from a weather station in Koror, Palau ([28],
Fig. 8). We have then calculated the integrated productivity
of our model cylinders and layers over the light-intensity
fluctuations characteristic of a 24-h period.

When shifts in incident intensity over a day were
incorporated into our productivity calculation, productiv-
ity increased with decreasing f , to a value of 2 mol
O2 m−2 day−1, which is 42% of the perfectly efficient
per-day rate.

023014-7



HOLT, REHM, and SWEENEY PRX ENERGY 3, 023014 (2024)

(a) (b)

FIG. 6. The ratio of the productivity of a model cylinder to that of an idealized layer in the f-I plane: (a) 0 < f < 1; (b) 0 < f < 0.1.

There are, of course, additional complexities in the
fluctuations of environmental light experienced by wild
clams. Individual clams live at different average depths and
experience different tidal fluctuations depending both on
geographic location and the lunar cycle. The net productiv-
ity of any of these systems will, of course, decrease with
decreasing average light intensity in the given ecological
niche. Our calculation of the productivity of the system
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FIG. 7. The absolute efficiency of the cylinder and the random
layer. (a) The absolute efficiency of the cylinder model, log f
scale. (b) The absolute efficiency of the random-layer model, log
f scale.

time averaged over a 24-h period near the surface of the
water represents the maximum productivity of a static sys-
tem in natural sunlight. Clams are frequently immediately
under the water surface at low tide, so our calculation does
capture an important aspect of the natural history of the
real clams. We are interested in the realistic limits of photo-
synthesis under intense natural sunlight, so this is also the
quantity of most interest to our study. However, the per-
formance of any given clamlike system under a different
regime of natural variation in illumination can be estimated
by inspection of a vertical contour of productivity with the
range of light intensities of interest at a given value of f
in Fig. 5.

IV. REANALYSIS OF CLASSIC GIANT-CLAM
DATA

We have then reanalyzed data from a study published
in 1985 by Fisher, Fitt, and Trench [11]. The authors have
measured photosynthesis-irradiance behavior of clams of
different size and age classes and of algae that were freshly
isolated from clams. The data as reported in this paper are
shown in Fig. 9.

The original photosynthesis-irradiance data were
reported both normalized by the total mass of chlorophyll a
in the tissue and by the weight of the clam tissue (Figs. 9(a)
and 9(b)). The authors have also reported shell lengths for
each individual, which we call �. With this information, we
can estimate the horizontally projected surface area of the
clam tissue and thereby estimate the solar resource avail-
able to the clam. We put a lower bound on the horizontally
projected area of the mantle tissue by considering it an
ellipse that is half as wide as �. We set an upper bound
of the horizontally projected area as a circle with diameter
of �, which is certainly an overestimate given the general
shape of the clams.

In Fig. 9(c), we show the area-normalized photo-
synthesis-irradiance relation, with the lower-bound area
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FIG. 8. (a) The model of the daily photosynthetically active radiation experienced by the clams. (b) The system efficiencies when
integrated over a day of radiance as shown in (a). The curves show calculations for the analytical models discussed in the text. The
circles show equivalent calculations for our numerical model of radiative transfer through a system made of discrete cells. The circles
representing the efficiency of the numerical model are placed along the x axis at the point where they are equal to the analytical
calculation.

in solid lines and the upper-bound area in dashed lines.
We have calculated the per-day resource efficiency as
applied above to our cylinder and layer models. The
resource efficiency increases roughly linearly with the
clam shell length. For the largest clam, the upper and
lower bounds of the estimated horizontal area projection
result in a resource efficiency of 60% with the large-area
bound and 117% with the small-area bound [Fig. 9(d)].
(To be clear, we are not claiming that the clams can pos-
sibly have efficiency greater than 100%, just that there
is uncertainty around the horizontally projected area of
the system.)

For any realistic estimate of the projected horizontal
area, the largest clam performs better throughout a day
than is possible using any single value of f in our simple-
cylinder model (Fig. 7). However, this performance of
greater than 60% is possible if a system is able to follow
a contour of maximum productivity in f-I space [shown
in magenta in Fig. 7(b)]. Remarkably, there is some evi-
dence that clams actually have a behavior that could do
this. Clams are able to use blood pressure to inflate and
deflate their mantle tissue. If the distance columns of algae
within the clam were to increase and decrease with mantle
inflation, the clam would be able to modulate the effective
value of r, and therefore f, of its array of pillars with daily
changes in irradiance.

V. PERFORMANCE WITH MODULATION OF f
VIA INFLATION OF THE MANTLE TISSUE

Given that large living clams easily outperform the
simple-cylinder model for any fixed value of f over a day,

we have calculated the productivity of the cylinder model
such that values of r shift with changes in light intensity
(which is potentially realized by the clam when it inflates
and deflates its mantle tissue). We have moved this sys-
tem through a contour of optimum f for a given irradiance
value during the day (this contour is circled in magenta in
Fig. 5). In this calculation, where f was allowed to be opti-
mal for each incident-light intensity, the cylinder model
achieved a resource efficiency of 67%, which is within the
predicted range of values for the living clam, given uncer-
tainty about the projected horizontal area, but closer to the
minimum bound of 60% for the experimental data.

We have some observational evidence suggesting that
clams are indeed able to modulate the effective r of their
arrays of columns via inflating and deflating the mantle
tissue. We have been able to visualize the locations of
algal columns in active living clam tissue by using a bright
light-emitting diode with a 450-nm emission and a 700-nm
long-pass filter on a digital single-lens reflex camera with
a macro lens. We have observed that when the clam tis-
sue inflates, the columns of algae in the tissue get farther
apart. The column nearest-neighbor distance increases by
around 50% in the mantle movement shown in Fig. 10.
Changes in our model parameter f go linearly with the
nearest-neighbor distance, which roughly maps to r in the
cylinder model. In this experiment, the clam was relax-
ing and re-inflating from being “startled” but it is at least
plausible that similar contraction and inflation behavior
happens much more slowly over the course of a day. The
optimal performance of the model over the range of usual
daylight intensities requires a modulation of f and there-
fore r of roughly tenfold (Fig. 5). Given the subtlety of
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FIG. 9. The original and reanalyzed data from Fisher et al. (a) The original photosynthesis-irradiance data for giant clams normalized
by chlorophyll a content. The symbols show original data points and the curve shows the fit to Eq. (9). (b) The original photosynthesis-
irradiance data for the same four clams, normalized by the clam wet weight. The symbols show original data points and the curve
shows the fit to Eq. (9). (c) Data from the upper-left panel, renormalized by the estimated mantle area. The solid lines represent an
area-normalized PI curve for a clam with a mantle area estimated to be that of an ellipse half as wide as the shell length, �. The dashed
lines represent the area-normalized PI curve for a clam with a mantle area equal to a circle with diameter equal to �. (d) The calculation
of the per-day solar-resource efficiency of living clams, calculated as described above using PI curves from the lower-left panel, as a
function of the shell length for the two different mantle-area estimates in the lower-left panel. The estimate for the largest clam exceeds
100% at the lower-bound estimate of the mantle size; for this point, we assume the mantle width required for efficiency to be 100% of
16 cm = 0.43�.

the movement we observe here that results in a 1.5-fold
shift in r, it is at least plausible that the combined effects
of inflation of the mantle, rotation of the mantle around
the shell, and modulation of the shell opening could mod-
ulate the effective r of the clam system through a similar
range.

VI. PERFORMANCE OF NUMERICAL MODEL
WITH MULTIPLE SCATTERING

The cylinder model incorporating shifts in r and there-
fore f with the light intensity is able to capture the experi-
mentally observed high resource efficiency of living clams,
upward of 60%. The remaining energetic limitation of this
model is that it only allows for a single pass of radia-
tion. Light transmitted through the layer of single cells in
the cylinder model is by definition rejected by the system.
When the cylinders are operating at an efficient light level,
the system operates very close to the compensation level
and single cells absorb 82% of incident light. Therefore,

any cells in a shadow of the direct incoming beam must
receive multiple-scattering events from seven or eight
other cells to also be above the compensation level and
contribute to the production of the larger system. While
this is physically possible, locating any geometric solution
that achieves this for all cells in the system is nontrivial.
However, the loosely packed columns of cells observed in
the real clam system may allow for this additional source
of resource-level efficiency via multiple scattering to
occur.

To investigate the possible effect of multiple scattering
within the clam tissue, we have reutilized a Monte Carlo
model of radiative transfer through a system of clamlike
iridocytes and algae with discrete positions, the method
for which is documented in Ref. [19]. Briefly, a thin layer
of cells that have the optical phase function of iridocytes
is present at the surface of the system; underneath the
iridocytes are columnar arrays of algae, the densities of
which within the columns and the column lengths of which
approximate the clam system as closely as possible. For
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FIG. 10. The inflation and stretching of relative column locations. (a) The living clam mantle in an initial configuration imaged
using chlorophyll fluorescence, with the columns relatively close together. (b) The same living clam mantle 1 min later, with the
mantle inflated by blood pressure and the algal columns farther apart. (c) A false-color image of a subregion in (a). (d) A false-color
image of the same subregion in (b). (e) An overlay of (c) and (d). The asterisks show the point at which the images from (a) and (b)
are aligned. The columns in (d) (red) are stretched in position relative to the same columns in (c) (blue) approximately 1 min earlier in
time.

this study, we have used cell coordinates for which the cell
and chlorophyll a densities matched the individual clams
the PI curves of which were measured experimentally in
Fisher et al. [11] as closely as possible given the infor-
mation available [Figs. 11(a)–11(d)]. We have fixed the
column locations to the positions used in Ref. [19] but
increased the length of the pillars relative to the work in
Ref. [19] as in order to account for the data reported for
algal density as a function of clam shell length in [11],
thereby ensuring the areal density of algae matches that
of the clams in that study. The ultimate effect of making
the columns longer in the larger clams is to decrease the
effective f as the clams grow. We have then also compared
these results for realistic clam tissue to those of a randomly
organized layer with the same cell number, analogous to
the analytical model described above.

The results of this numerical model of radiative transfer
recapitulate those from the static simple-cylinder models
surprisingly well, with the smallest system with the largest
effective f achieving 17% resource efficiency, the system
with intermediate f achieving 32% resource efficiency,
and the largest system, meant to model the largest clam
from in the Trench study, achieving 39% of the resource
efficiency (Fig. 8).

In the radiative transfer model, the algae within the
columnar structures are organized randomly and at a
density such that the whole-tissue average of the cell
density matches that of experimental observation. This
random organization does not result in any efficiency
gains over the single-pass simple cylinders with fixed f
described above. Therefore, it seems that the primary way
in which the clam achieves efficiencies greater than the
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FIG. 11. A numerical Monte Carlo model of multiple scattering within clam tissue and its relation to the living clam. (a) A small
living clam, showing the general appearance and relation between the shell length and the width of the exposed mantle tissue. (b) A low-
magnification micrograph showing dark regions of algae under a thin array of iridocyte cells. (c) A transmission electron micrograph
of a single clam iridocyte. (d) The specific cell coordinates of our Monte Carlo model of detailed multiple scattering within the clam
tissue. Single-celled Symbiodinium are shown in blue and iridocytes are shown in green.

fixed-f cylinder model is through inflating and deflating
the tissue and thereby modulating f with the intensity of
the first-pass light in the system. Any additional efficiency
gains achieved through multiple light scattering inside a
column evidently require a nontrivial organization of cells
within a column. Specifically, all cells in the interior of a
column must be positioned such that they receive light for-
ward scattered from about eight other cells simultaneously
in order to be above the light level at which photosyn-
thesis exceeds cellular respiration (i.e., in our model, the
compensation level of 15 µE m−2 s−1 defined above).
We speculate that if living cells are able to migrate to
optimum locations to intercept light in the interior of a
column, either through attrition or active movement, the
clam system may be able to realize efficiency gains through
optimum absorbance of multiply scattered light. Given the
uncertainty around estimating the projected horizontal area
of the clam, it is uncertain whether this additional mecha-
nism is required to fully explain the efficiencies observed
in the living clam by Fisher and colleagues [11]. Addi-
tional investigation will be required to understand this
aspect of the system.

VII. SCALE INVARIANCE OF THE SYSTEM

Our study has initially been inspired by our observations
of giant clams but the principles we outline are gener-
alizable to photosynthetic systems at any spatial scale;
the photosynthetic performance of our model ultimately
depends on a ratio of lengths, so the model could in princi-
ple operate at any length scale. In considering the possible
scale invariance of our model, we have observed that aerial
photographs of coniferous trees in boreal forests strongly
resemble micrographs of the vertical columns found within
the clam skin, particularly if the scale of the images is not
known (Fig. 12).

We conjecture that in forests, individual spruce trees
could perform the structural and optical role of individ-
ual columns of algae in the clam system but at a much
greater length scale. For this to be true, the conifer for-
est would also require a light-scattering element with a
similar phase function, or angular scattering probability,
to the iridocytes of the clam. Surprisingly, despite the big
differences in size and composition between a layer of
clam iridocytes and clouds, the effective phase functions of

023014-12



OPTIMAL LIGHT-USE EFFICIENCY OF PHOTOSYNTHESIS. . . PRX ENERGY 3, 023014 (2024)

0 4 8 12 16 20

S
ca

tte
rin

g 
In

te
ns

ity
 (
ar

b.
 u

ni
ts

)

iridocyte, 460 nm
synthetic iridocyte, 508 nm

clouds at 450 nm
haze at 450 nm

10–5

10–4

10–3

10–2

10–1

100

Scattering angle (degrees)

r ≈ 4x10–3 m

(a) (b)

r ≈10 m

(c)

FIG. 12. (a) The column structures within clam tissue at length scales of tens of micrometers, visualized with 450-nm illumination
and 750-nm long-pass filtered light. (b) An aerial photograph of spruce trees in boreal forest strongly resembles the columnar structures
in the clam at a different length scale. (c) A comparison of the scattering behavior of clams iridocytes (blue curve) and clouds and
haze (yellow and black curves). Image in (b) via CanStockPhoto at a location near the BOREAS long-term study site “NSA-UBS” at
coordinates (55.908◦ N, −51.519◦ W); data in (c) from Refs. [20,29].

clouds and fog are remarkably similar to the phase func-
tions of the clam iridocytes (see Fig. 12; see also Refs.
[29,30]). To rationalize this possible similarity between
the two systems, we have considered the mean free path
or average number of scattering events within a layer of
clouds and within a layer of iridocytes. Our prior charac-
terization of clam tissue in Ref. [19] shows that a layer
of iridocytes is about 300 µm thick, with a density of
9.3 × 107 cells cm−3 resulting in around 1.43 scattering
events as light traverses the layer. In comparison, average
cloud cover over a conifer forest is about 300 m thick with
around 100 particles cm−3, similarly resulting in around
1.5 scattering events as light traverses the cloud [29,30].

Therefore, we predict that clouds over spruce forest per-
form the same optical role as iridocytes in the clam system
(Fig. 12(c); see also Refs. [27,29]). If spruce forests do
exhibit high light-use efficiencies with a physical mech-
anism similar to that of giant clams, we would predict
that the albedo of these forests would be lower than that
of other kinds of forest. Both clams and spruce forests
have unusually low albedo for large photosynthesizing sys-
tems; we have observed that clam albedo is as low at
5% and mature conifer forests have a similar albedo of
around 7% [31]. In comparison, the albedo of Amazon
forest is around 12% and that of soybean crops is around
17% [32,33]. Our model also predicts that mature conifer
forests with tall and regularly spaced trees will exhibit
greater light-use efficiency under cloudy conditions (when
the phase function of down-welling light results in a more
even distribution along the vertical aspect of the trees,
as in the clam), independent of the overall light inten-
sity. Indeed, this seems to be the case. In a broad survey
of the light-use efficiency of Canadian biomes, the most
mature homogeneous conifer forests, which are most like
our clam-inspired model, exhibited the strongest positive
relationship between the fraction of diffuse radiation and

the light-use efficiency of any boreal vegetation type con-
sidered [34]. Interestingly, this study also calculated light-
use efficiencies occasionally exceeding 100% based on the
same efficiency definition of eight photons per O2 that we
have used here when the conditions were most diffuse [34].
Spruce trees presumably cannot rapidly modulate intertree
spacing as a function of daily light fluctuations, as we
predict to be the case for clams. However, even a static sys-
tem that operates according to our simple-cylinder model
(such as a spruce forest) will still exhibit several-fold
higher efficiency with respect to the solar resource than the
same system when randomly organized (as may be closer
to the case for broadleaf-dominated forests) (Fig. 6; see
also Ref. [35]).

VIII. CONCLUSIONS

Inspired by photosymbiotic giant clams, we have devel-
oped an analytical model of photosynthetic performance
that explains how a clamlike geometry can extend much
of the high efficiencies at the small scales of single pho-
tosystems to up to the large length scales of organisms
and ecosystems. Our model defines a light-dilution factor
or f, describing the geometry of the constituent cylin-
ders of absorbers in the system, that should optimally
change with the incident-light intensity. In such a sys-
tem that can modulate f with environmental intensity
changes, a light-use efficiency with respect to the solar
resource of 67% can be achieved under the daily fluctu-
ations in light intensity characteristic of shallow water in
the tropics. Surprisingly, this idealized efficiency from our
analysis is near the minimum-bound efficiency estimated
from a photosynthesis-irradiance experiment on living
giant clams in 1985 [11]. This result suggests that the ani-
mals must actively modulate the effective value of f of the
photosynthetic tissue by inflating and deflating the tissue
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around the clam shell (Fig. 10). Further efficiency gains
allowing the animal to approach a near-perfect conversion
of light into oxygen, as suggested by the experimental data,
could come from optimizing the interception of multiply
scattered light in the interior of the algal columns of the
tissue. Our numerical model that captures multiple scatter-
ing within columns containing randomly organized algae
exhibits roughly the same efficiency as the simpler analyti-
cal model, suggesting that such a solution, while physically
allowed, is nontrivial to locate. A solution that optimizes
multiple scattering therefore evidently requires nontrivial
positioning or migration of algae inside the columns. Our
simple model assumes that collimated downwelling light
is scattered along the vertical aspects of the cylinders in a
perfectly even manner. In clams, iridocytes perform this
function and for an engineered system of consisting of
algae, an environmentally benign and straightforward pro-
cedure involving silica microparticles has been described
that accomplishes very similar light-scattering behavior
[20]. Remarkably, clouds and haze may perform the same
scattering role at the scale of tens of meters in similarly
efficient boreal forests.

Our study inspired by the clam system also provides
an important fundamental insight into the related problem
of utilizing contemporary (as opposed to fossil) biomass
as an energy source. The analytical model presented here
will readily generalize to any photosynthetic system made
of living cells or photolabile material with homogeneous
vertical light distribution, i.e., light dilution. Therefore, it
provides a strategy to optimize light-use efficiency for any
photosynthetic cell type or photolabile photovoltaic mate-
rial under any constant or fluctuating light regime. For
the particular cells and the apparent ability to modulate
geometry with light intensity found in the clam system,
we find a maximum light-use efficiency of 67% by fol-
lowing a contour of maximum efficiency with light and
intensity found in our model. Further dilution of the light
with an increasing cylinder aspect ratio places individual
cells below the compensation level at which respiration
exceeds photosynthesis, lessening the overall production
and efficiency of the system. So, this exact result of 67%
is specific to the giant clams and the strain of Symbiod-
inum isolated from them by Fisher and colleagues [11] and
the constituent photosynthesis-irradiance behavior charac-
terized there; maximum efficiencies of different systems
with similar geometries and light-scattering properties will
differ slightly with a given photosynthetic cell type and
its characteristic photosynthesis-irradiance behavior. How-
ever, we note that these are all properties that are readily
amenable to further modeling and engineering. A study
calculating the physical upper limit of algal biofuel cul-
tivation has estimated that under realistic tropical solar
radiation, an alga that produces 70% of its dry weight as
oil could generate around 60 000 l per hectare per year of
liquid fuel [36]. This calculation assumes a 50% photon

utilization efficiency from the algae. The clams appear to
meet all the assumptions of this calculation about the rest
of the energy-transduction pathway from the sun to photo-
synthate and our work suggests that large clams exceed the
estimated realistic maximum photon-utilization efficiency
in that work [36]. So, a large system that follows the phys-
ical principles that we have outlined for the clam could in
principle exceed a productivity of 60 000 l per hectare per
year of fuel. Therefore, we anticipate our model to be a
useful tool in designing future schemes for efficient photo-
synthetic biomass cultivation. It may be particularly useful
in designing schemes for optimally efficient production of
algal biofuels and in conceptualizing minimum land-use
requirements for sustainable biomass harvesting for any
arbitrary photosynthetic or organic photovoltaic system in
the future.

All numerical calculations and figures were made using
MATLAB and all underlying code is available on request
from the authors.
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