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INVERTEBRATE FOSSILS 

1. Trilobites 

Trilobites are “three lobed” extinct group of marine artiopodan arthopods that form 
the class Trilobita. Trilobites form one of the earliest-known groups of arthropods. The first 
appearance of trilobites in the fossil record defines the base of the Atdabanian stage of 
the Early Cambrian period (521 million years ago), and they flourished throughout the 
lower Paleozoic before slipping into a long decline, when, during the Devonian, all trilobite 
orders except the Proetida died out. The last extant trilobites finally disappeared in the mass 
extinction at the end of the Permian about 252 million years ago. Trilobites were among the 
most successful of all early animals, existing in oceans for almost 300 million years.  

By the time trilobites first appeared in the fossil record, they were already highly diversified 
and geographically dispersed. Because trilobites had wide diversity and an 
easily fossilized exoskeleton, they left an extensive fossil record. The study of their fossils 
has facilitated important contributions to biostratigraphy, paleontology, evolutionary 
biology, and plate tectonics. Trilobites are often placed within the arthropod subphylum 
Schizoramia within the superclass Arachnomorpha (equivalent to the Arachnata), although 

several alternative taxonomies are found in the literature. More recently they have been 
placed within the Artiopoda, which includes many organisms that are morphologically 
similar to trilobites, but are largely unmineralised. 

Trilobites had many lifestyles; some moved over the seabed as predators, scavengers, 
or filter feeders, and some swam, feeding on plankton. Some even crawled onto land. Most 
lifestyles expected of modern marine arthropods are seen in trilobites, with the possible 
exception of parasitism (where scientific debate continues). Some trilobites (particularly the 
family Olenidae) are even thought to have evolved a symbiotic relationship with sulfur-
eating bacteria from which they derived food. The largest trilobites were more than 45 
centimetres long and may have weighed as much as 4.5 kilograms 

 

Fossil record of early trilobites 

 

Redlichiida, such as this Paradoxides, may represent the ancestral trilobites 
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Meroperix, from the Silurian of Wisconsin 

 

Walliserops trifurcatus, from Jebel Oufatene mountain near Fezzou, Morocco 

 

The earliest trilobites known from the fossil record are redlichiids and ptychopariid 
bigotinids dated to some 540 to 520 million years ago. Contenders for the earliest trilobites 
include Profallotaspis jakutensis (Siberia), Fritzaspis spp. (western USA), Hupetina 
antiqua (Morocco) and Serrania gordaensis (Spain). All trilobites are thought to have 
originated in present-day Siberia, with subsequent distribution and radiation from this 
location.  

All Olenellina lack facial sutures (see below), and this is thought to represent the original 
state. The earliest sutured trilobite found so far (Lemdadella), occurs almost at the same 
time as the earliest Olenellina, suggesting the trilobites origin lies before the start of the 
Atdabanian, but without leaving fossils. Other groups show secondary lost facial sutures, 
such as all Agnostina and some Phacopina. Another common feature of the Olenellina also 
suggests this suborder to be the ancestral trilobite stock: early protaspid stages have not 
been found, supposedly because these were not calcified, and this also is supposed to 
represent the original state. Earlier trilobites may be found and could shed more light on 
the origin of trilobites. 

Three specimens of a trilobite from Morocco, Megistaspis hammondi, dated 478 million years 
old contain fossilized soft parts. 

Final extinction 

Exactly why the trilobites became extinct is not clear; with repeated extinction events (often 
followed by apparent recovery) throughout the trilobite fossil record, a combination of causes 
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is likely. After the extinction event at the end of the Devonian period, what trilobite diversity 
remained was bottlenecked into the order Proetida. Decreasing diversity] of genera limited 
to shallow-water shelf habitats coupled with a drastic lowering of sea level (regression) meant 
that the final decline of trilobites happened shortly before the end of the Permian mass 
extinction event. With so many marine species involved in the Permian extinction, the end 
of nearly 300 million successful years for the trilobites would not have been unexpected at 
the time. 

Trilobites have no known direct descendants. Their closest living relatives would be 
the chelicerates. Though horseshoe crabs are often cited as their closest living relatives, they 
are no closer evolutionarily than other cheliceratans 

Trilobites appear to have been primarily marine organisms (though some trackways suggest 
at least temporary excursions onto land), since the fossilized remains of trilobites are always 
found in rocks containing fossils of other salt-water animals such as brachiopods, crinoids, 
and corals. Within the marine paleoenvironment, trilobites were found in a broad range from 
extremely shallow water to very deep water. Trilobites, like brachiopods, crinoids, and corals, 
are found on all modern continents, and occupied every ancient ocean from which Paleozoic 
fossils have been collected. The remnants of trilobites can range from the preserved body to 
pieces of the exoskeleton, which it shed in the process known as ecdysis. In addition, the 
tracks left behind by trilobites living on the sea floor are often preserved as trace fossils. 

There are three main forms of trace fossils associated with 
trilobites: Rusophycus, Cruziana and Diplichnites—such trace fossils represent the 
preserved life activity of trilobites active upon the sea floor. Rusophycus, the resting trace, 
are trilobite excavations involving little or no forward movement and ethological 
interpretations suggest resting, protection and hunting. Cruziana, the feeding trace, are 
furrows through the sediment, which are believed to represent the movement of trilobites 
while deposit feeding. Many of the Diplichnites fossils are believed to be traces made by 
trilobites walking on the sediment surface. Care must be taken as similar trace fossils are 
recorded in freshwater and post-Paleozoic deposits, representing non-trilobite origins. 

Trilobite fossils are found worldwide, with many thousands of known species. Because they 
appeared quickly in geological time, and moulted like other arthropods, trilobites serve as 
excellent index fossils, enabling geologists to date the age of the rocks in which they are 
found. They were among the first fossils to attract widespread attention, and new species 
are being discovered every year. 

 

The study of Paleozoic trilobites in the Welsh-English borders by Niles Eldredge was 
fundamental in formulating and testing punctuated equilibrium as a mechanism of 
evolution.  

Identification of the 'Atlantic' and 'Pacific' trilobite faunas in North America and 
Europe implied the closure of the Iapetus Ocean (producing the Iapetus suture), thus 
providing important supporting evidence for the theory of continental drift.  

Trilobites have been important in estimating the rate of speciation during the period known 
as the Cambrian explosion because they are the most diverse group of metazoans known 
from the fossil record of the early Cambrian.  

Trilobites are excellent stratigraphic markers of the Cambrian period: researchers who find 
trilobites with alimentary prosopon, and a micropygium, have found Early Cambrian strata. 
Most of the Cambrian stratigraphy is based on the use of trilobite marker fossils.  

Trilobites are the state fossils of Ohio (Isotelus), Wisconsin (Calymene celebra) 
and Pennsylvania (Phacops rana). 

 

2. Ammnonoids 
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Ammonoids are a group of extinct marine mollusc animals in the subclass Ammonoidea of 
the class Cephalopoda. These molluscs, commonly referred to as ammonites, are more 
closely related to living coleoids than they are to shelled nautiloids such as the living 
Nautilus species. Ammonites are excellent index fossils, and it is often possible to link the rock layer in which 

a particular species or genus is found to specific geologic time periods. Their fossil shells usually take the form 
of planispirals, although there were some helically spiraled and nonspiraled forms (known as heteromorphs). 
Ammonoid septa characteristically have bulges and indentations and are to varying degrees convex when seen 
from the front, distinguishing them from nautiloid septa which are typically simple concave dish-shaped structures. 
The topology of the septa, especially around the rim, results in the various suture patterns found. While nearly all 
nautiloids show gently curving sutures, the ammonoid suture line (the intersection of the septum with the outer 
shell) is variably folded, forming saddles ("peaks" which point towards the aperture) and lobes ("valleys" which 
point away from the aperture). The suture line has four main regions. The external or ventral region refers to 
sutures along the lower (outer) edge of the shell, where the left and right suture lines meet. The external saddle 
lies directly on the lower midline of the shell and is edged by external lobes. On suture diagrams the external 
saddle is supplied with an arrow which typically points towards the aperture. The lateral region involves the first 
saddle and lobe pair past the external region as the suture line extends up the side of the shell. Additional lobes 
developing towards the inner edge of a whorl are labelled umbilical lobes, which increase in number through 
ammonoid evolution as well as an individual ammonoid's development. Lobes and saddles which are so far 
towards the center of the whorl that they are covered up by succeeding whorls are labelled internal lobes and 
saddles. Three major types of suture patterns are found in the Ammonoidea: 

 Goniatitic - numerous undivided lobes and saddles; typically 8 lobes around the conch. This pattern is 

characteristic of the Paleozoic ammonoids. 

 Ceratitic - lobes have subdivided tips, giving them a saw-toothed appearance, and rounded undivided 

saddles. This suture pattern is characteristic of Triassic ammonoids and appears again in the Cretaceous 
"pseudoceratites". 

 Ammonitic - lobes and saddles are much subdivided (fluted); subdivisions are usually rounded instead of 

saw-toothed. Ammonoids of this type are the most important species from a biostratigraphical point of view. 
This suture type is characteristic of Jurassic and Cretaceous ammonoids, but extends back all the way to the 
Permian. 

 

Suture Pattern in Ammnonoids 

Distribution 

Starting from the mid-Devonian, ammonoids were extremely abundant, especially as 
ammonites during the Mesozoic era. Many genera evolved and ran their course quickly, 
becoming extinct in a few million years. Due to their rapid evolution and widespread 
distribution, ammonoids are used by geologists and paleontologists for biostratigraphy. 
They are excellent index fossils, and it is often possible to link the rock layer in which they 
are found to specific geologic time periods. 
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A drawing of an aptychus which was mistakenly described as  
a bivalve and named Trigonellite latus 

 

 

Extinction 

The extinction of the ammonites, along with other marine animals and non-avian dinosaurs, 
has been attributed to the K-Pg extinction event, marking the end of the Cretaceous Period. 

Eight or so species from only two families made it almost to the end of the Cretaceous, the 
order having gone through a more or less steady decline since the middle of the period. Six 
other families made it well into the upper Maastrichtian (uppermost stage of the 
Cretaceous), but were extinct well before the end. All told, 11 families entered the 
Maastrichtian, a decline from the 19 families known from the Cenomanian in the middle of 
the Cretaceous. 

One reason given for their demise is the Cretaceous ammonites, being closely related 
to coleoids, had a similar reproductive strategy in which huge numbers of eggs were laid in 
a single batch at the end of the lifespan. These, along with juvenile ammonites, are thought 
to have been part of the plankton at the surface of the ocean, where they were killed off by 
the effects of an impact. Nautiloids, exemplified by modern nautiluses, are conversely 
thought to have had a reproductive strategy in which eggs were laid in smaller batches many 
times during the lifespan, and on the sea floor well away from any direct effects of such 
a bolide strike, and thus survived.  

Many ammonite species were filter-feeders, so they might have been particularly susceptible 
to marine faunal turnovers and climatic change.  

There have been reliable reports of ammonite fossils from the early Paleocene. The main 
fossil find of a Paleocene ammonoid is a scaphitid ident from Turkmenistan. 

 

3. Belemnites 

 

Belemnites is a genus of an extinct group of cephalopods belonging to the order 
Belemnitida. These cephalopods existed in the Early Jurassic period from the Hettangian 
age (196.5–199.6 mya) to the Toarcian age (175.6–183.0). They were fast-moving nektonic 
carnivores. 

Preservation 

                                                                                                     Belemnoids were 
numerous during the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods, and their fossils are abundant 
in Mesozoic marine rocks, often accompanying their cousins the ammonites. The 
belemnoids become extinct at the end of the Cretaceous period along with the ammonites. 
The belemnoids' origin lies within the bactritoid nautiloids, which date from 
the Devonian period; well-formed belemnoid guards can be found in rocks dating from 
the Mississippian (or Early Carboniferous) onward through the Cretaceous.                                                                            
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Other fossil cephalopods include baculites, nautiloids and goniatites. 

Normally with fossil belemnoids only the back part of the shell (called the guard or rostrum) 
is found. The guard is usually elongated and bullet-shaped (though in some subgroups the 
rostrum may only exist as a thin layer coating the phragmocone). The hollow region at the 
front of the guard is termed the alveolus, and this houses a chambered conical-shaped part 
of the shell (called the phragmocone). The phragmocone is usually only found with the better 
preserved specimens. Projecting forwards from one side of the phragmocone is the thin pro-
ostracum. 

While belemnoid phragmocones are homologous with the shells of other cephalopods and 
are similarly composed of aragonite, belemnoid guards are evolutionarily novel and are 
composed of calcite or aragonite, thus tending to preserve well. Broken guards show a 
structure of radiating calcite fibers and may also display concentric growth rings. 

Diagenetic modifications of the shells are complex. Radiating calcitic crystals are thin, or 
very large, with a shape indicative of a strong alteration. In other samples, the aragonite - 
calcite boundary is not dependent on growth lines. In a given fossil sites, some specimens 
are calcite, others are aragonite. 

The guard, phragmocone and pro-ostracum were all internal to the living creature, forming 
a skeleton which was enclosed entirely by soft muscular tissue. The original living creature 
would have been larger than the fossilized shell, with a long streamlined body and prominent 
eyes. The guard would have been in place toward the rear of the creature, with the 
phragmocone behind the head and the pointed end of the guard facing backward. 

The guard of the belemnoid Megateuthis gigantea, which is found in Europe and Asia, can 
measure up to 46 centimetres (18 in) in length, giving the living animal an estimated length 
of 3 metres (10 ft). 

 

Thunderstones 

The name "thunderbolt" or "thunderstone" has also been traditionally applied to the 
fossilised rostra of belemnoids. The origin of these bullet-shaped stones was not understood, 
and thus a mythological explanation of stones created where lightning struck has arisen. 

 

                                     

Some of the Belemnoids 

 

Uses 

The stable isotope composition of a belemnoid rostrum from the Peedee 
Formation (Cretaceous, southeast USA) has long been used as a global standard (Peedee 
Belemnite, "PDB") against which other isotope geochemistry samples are measured, for 
both carbon isotopes and oxygen isotopes. 

    Some belemnoids (such as Belemnites of Belemnitida) serve as index fossils, particularly 
in the Cretaceous Chalk Formation of Europe, enabling geologists to date the age 
the rocks in which they are found. 
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4. Nautiloids 

 

Nautiloids are a large and diverse group of marine cephalopods (Mollusca) belonging to the 
subclass Nautiloidea that began in the Late Cambrian and are represented today by the 
living Nautilus and Allonautilus. 

 

Taxonomic Relationship 

Nautiloids are among the group of animals known as cephalopods. The cephalopods are an 
advanced class of molluscs. The cephalopods also include ammonoids, Belemnites and 
modern coleoids such as octopus and squid. 

Traditionally, the most common classification of the cephalopods has been a three-fold 
division into the nautiloids, ammonoids, and coleoids. This article is about nautiloids in that 
broad sense, sometimes called Nautiloidea sensu lato. 

Cladistically speaking, nautiloids are a paraphyletic group united by shared primitive 
(basal) features not found in derived cephalopods. In other words, they are a evolutionary 
grade that is thought to have given rise to both ammonoids and coleoids. They are defined 
by the exclusion of both those descendent groups. Both ammonoids and coleoids probably 
descended from bactritids, which in turn arose from straight-shelled orthocerid nautiloids.  

The ammonoids (a group which includes the ammonites and the goniatites) are extinct 
cousins of the nautiloids which evolved early in the Devonian, some 400 million years ago. 

-The class now contains two, only distantly related, extant 

subclasses: Coleoidea, which includes octopuses, squid, and 

cuttlefish; and Nautiloidea, represented by Nautilus 

Nautiloids and Ammonoids are sub-classes (orders) of the 

class Cephalopoda. 

Modern cephalopods are marine dwellers and tend to be 

predators such as squid, cuttlefish and the octopus. One 

living Cephalopod, the Nautilius, has an external shell, a survivor from the days when cephalopods were 

extremely successful in the late Palaeozoic and Mesozoic seas. They are globally distributed throughout 

geological history. 

The variety/biodiversity shown in cephalopods makes the a useful fossil zone indicator for the Mesozoic, 

Nautilius provides valuable information on how fossil cephalopods functioned and their mode of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coleoidea (internal shell) Nautiloids (external shell) 

https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cephalopoda
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mollusca
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammonite
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belemnite
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coleoidea
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Octopus
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squid
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cladistics
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paraphyletic
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basal
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Derived
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evolutionary_grade
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evolutionary_grade
https://simple.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Bactritida&action=edit&redlink=1
https://simple.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Orthocerid&action=edit&redlink=1
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammonoidea
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammonite
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goniatite
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Devonian


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key terms 

 The body chamber is the cavity where the animal lived. 

 The protoconch is the initial, embryonic shell in the centre of the coiled animal. New chambers are added 

onto this as the animal grows. 

 Septal necks are where the septa are pierced to allow the tube of soft tissue (siphuncle) through. Septal 

necks extend to support the soft tissue. 

 The septum is the wall of the chamber. This is the back wall when it is part of the body chamber. 

 A siphuncle is a continuous delicate tube connecting all the chambers. 



 
 

  TYPES  OF COILING  

Almost all Ammonoids and Nautiloids are planispirally coiled. This means that the shell coils in a single horizontal 

plane (with the diameter increasing away from the axis of coiling/centre) opposed to a helical coiling system. 

However, there are 2 forms of coiling mode: 
 

Involute coiling 

The inner coils are almost completely hidden by more recent coils. This type of coiling is demonstrated by 

Nautilius. Involute coiling results in a narrow umbilicus, and presumably a weaker shell(?). 

This type of coiling is shown by the Nautilus. 

Evolute coiling 

Describes a coiling growth opposite to involute, in which the inner coils are easily seen, they are NOT hidden by 

more recent coils, giving a wider umbilicus. 

This type of coiling is common in Ammonoids 

 
 

 Extant and fully marine 

 Often found in early Palaeozoic rocks (much, much less in recent strata). Some species of Nautiloids had 

shell ornament with spines and ribs, but most have a smooth shell. 

 Their shells are formed from aragonite. The modern Nautilus is shown below. 

The modern-day Nautilus lives in a coiled shell, which originates at a 

protoconch. 

As the organism grows in the final body chamber, it seals off older 

chambers with a wall called a septum (plural septa). These then are empty 

chambers joined by a narrow tube called a siphuncle. The siphuncle 

extends all the way back to the original chamber and can be used to alter 

the proportions of gas and liquids in the chambers. This, in turn, helps 

control the position of the organism in the water column. 

The shells of fossil Nautiloids may be either straight (i.e. orthoconic as in Orthoceras NOT BELEMNITES), curved 

(as in Cyrtoceras) coiled (as in Cenoceras). 

 A suture is a line along which the septum of the shell fuse. 

 The umbilicus is the diameter of the depression between the inside margins of the last coil. 

NAUTILOIDS 

~ Cambrian to recent (with their acme in the early Palaeozoic) 



 
 

 



  AMMONOID MORPHOLOGY  

 Ammonoids are an extinct group of invertebrates. Counter-intuitively they are more closely related to living 

Coleoids than they are to shelled Nautiloids. The earliest Ammonoids appeared during the Devonian, and the 

last species died out during the Cretaceous-Tertiary (K-T) extinction event. 

 Ammonites are excellent index fossils. It is often possible to link the rock layer in which a particular species or 

genus is found to specific geological time periods, to accuracies of just 100 000 years! 

 Their fossil shells usually take the form of planispirals, although there were some helically spiralled and non- 

spiralled forms. 

 In contrast to Nautiloids, their coiling is evolute and there may be ornament such as ribs on the exterior of the 

shell. 

 Some also have a keel, which stuck out from the outer margin and probably provided stability when the 

cephalopod was in motion. 

 Some forms have a slot in the outer (ventral) margin called a sulcus, which presumably had the same effect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  A  GOOD  METHOD FOR  DETERMINING THE  DIFFERENCE BETWEEN AMMONOIDS AND 

NAUTILOIDS.

  

 

 

1. If the internal shell/fossil 

can be observed then 

this method is useful. 

The shape of the septa 

curvature differs 

between Nautiloids and 

Ammonoids (not to be 

confused with ribs which 

are external). 

 

 

 

 

 

2. A Nautiloid shell will 

usually be smooth on 

the exterior with no 

ornament or ribbing. In 

contrast, an Ammonoids 

shell can have ornament 

and ribbing on its 

exterior. Some also have 

a keel and sulcus that 

stuck out from its outer 

(ventral) margin. 

 

 
3. Another big difference is 

that Nautiloids will tend 

to be involute producing 

a narrow umbilicus. 

Ammonoids, however, 

are commonly evolute 

with a wider umbilicus in 

relation to its size. 

Remember, this is much harder to tell is a fossil specimen has been sliced in half to see 

earlier coils. 

 

4. The Siphuncle of a Nautiloid will always connect the body chamber to the original 

chamber through the CENTRE of all previous chambers. In Ammonoids, the siphuncle 

also interconnects previous chambers but it has the tendency to run closer to the 

outer (ventral) margin rather than the centre. 



5. The sutures of Nautiloids tend to be more regular and simple 

(straight like orthocone Nautiloid cephalopods) or gently curved. 

Modern Nautilus only shows the curvature of septa. Ammonoids, 

however, tend to have complex sutures with crenulations. 

Ammonites show such frilly and complex sutures on both lobes and 

saddles that they are termed ammonitic sutures. 

 

5. Echinoderms (Echnoids) 

Echinoids have lived in the seas since the Late Ordovician, about 450 million 

years ago, which is about 220 million years before dinosaurs appeared. The 

remains and traces of these animals were buried in sediment that later 

hardened into rock, preserving them as fossils. The living representatives of 

echinoids are the familiar sea-urchins that inhabit many shallow coastal 

waters of the world. Fossil echinoids closely resemble some living sea-urchins 

which helps us to understand how they must have lived. 

 

Echinoids are one of the more diverse and successful echinoderm groups today, 
including familiar echinoderms such as the sea urchins and sand dollars. The roe 
(egg mass) of some species, notably certain sea urchins, is eaten in some cultures, 
notably in Japanese sushi; as a result, certain echinoid species are commercially 
fished. The larval development of echinoids has also been studied extensively, and 
many discoveries in developmental biology have been made using echinoids. 
Echinoids also have a substantial fossil record. 

In echinoids, the skeleton is almost always made up of tightly interlocking plates 
that form a rigid structure or test -- in contrast with the more flexible skeletal 
arrangements of starfish, brittle stars, and sea cucumbers. Test shapes range from 
nearly globular, as in some sea urchins, to highly flattened, as in sand dollars. 
Living echinoids are covered with spines, which are movable and anchored in 
sockets in the test. These spines may be long and prominent, as in typical sea 
urchins. In sand dollars and heart urchins, however, the spines are very short and 
form an almost felt-like covering. The mouth of most echinoids is provided with 
five hard teeth arranged in a circlet, forming an apparatus known as Aristotle's 

lantern. 

Echinoids are classified by the symmetry of the test, the number and arrangement 
of plate rows making up the test, and the number and arrangement of respiratory 
pore rows called petals Traditionally, echinoids have been divided into two 
subgroups: regular echinoids, with nearly perfect pentameral (five-part) 
symmetry; and irregular echinoids with altered symmetry. Regular echinoids 
include the Cidaroida (pencil urchins) and Echinoida (sea urchins, including the 
long-spined sea urchin shown above left). The Clypeasteroida (sand dollars and 
sea biscuits, above center), the Spatangoida (heart urchins, including Brissus 
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laticarinatus shown above right), and the Cassiduloida, a somewhat sand-dollar-
like group whose members are rare today, make up the irregular echinoids. 

Because most echinoids have rigid tests, their ability to fossilize is greater than that 
of more delicate echinoderms such as starfish, and they are common fossils in 
many deposits. The oldest echinoids, belonging to an extinct regular taxon called 
the Echinocystitoidea, appear in the fossil record in the late Ordovician. Cidaroids 
or pencil urchins appear in the Mississippian (Early Carboniferous) and were the 
only echinoids to survive the mass extinction at the Permo-Triassic boundary. 
Echinoids did not become particularly diverse until well after the Permo- Triassic 
mass extinction. True sea urchins first appear in the late Triassic, cassiduloids in 
the Jurassic, and spatangoids or heart urchins in the Cretaceous. Sand dollars, a 
common and diverse group today, do not even appear in the fossil record at all 
until the Paleocene. 

 

Despite their alien appearance, echinoids, or sea-urchins as they are better 
known, are very common in the seas and oceans of today and are common 
fossils too.  Their name derives from the Greek 'echin' ('spiny'), referring to 
their protective spines and presumably 'ooid' (egg-like) in reference to their 
globular shell, or test as it is known. Echinoids are part of a much larger 
group of animals known as the Echinoderms ('spiny-skins'), which also 
includes the Asteroids (starfish), Holothurians (sea cucumbers), Crinoids 
(sea lilies and feather stars) and the Ophiuroids (brittle stars). 

Though their body plans are varied, all echinoderms possess key features 
which unite the group: 

 A complex skeleton of calcareous plates, with a unique spongy 
structure known as stereom. 

 Five planes of symmetry, referred to as penta-radial. 

 An internal hydrostatic (water-vascular) system, external extensions 
of which are used for locomotion, respiration and feeding. 

 All live in marine waters. 

Why are Echinoids important? 

Echinoids are very useful to palaeontologists because of their functional 
morphology; basically this means that by studying their anatomy you can 
tell a great deal about their mode of life and the environment in which they 
lived. They are also very common, and their robust tests and spines are 
easily fossilised and collected. Anyone who has hunted for fossils in the 
Jurassic and Cretaceous rocks of the UK will no doubt be very familiar with 

echinoids. 
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Regular or Irregular? 

Echinoids fall into two categories; regular and irregular. This isn't referring 
to how common they are, rather to what shape they are. Regular echinoids 
have no front or back end and can move in any direction. Irregular echinoids 
have a definite front and back and do move in a particular direction. This is 
because regulars and irregulars have very different ways of life. Irregulars 
evolved from regulars, and their anatomy is therefore a modified version of 
the regular anatomy. For this reason we will deal with regulars first. 

Regular Echinoids 

As mentioned above, regular echinoids have no front or back end. Instead, 
the opening for the mouth (peristome) is on their underside, and the opening 
for the anus (periproct) is on top. When viewed from above or below their 
profile is circular and radially symmetrical; hence the term regular 
('repeating', 'uniform'). This is because regular echinoids roam the surface of 
the sea floor in search of food and need to be able to move in any direction. 
This mode of life leaves them very exposed to predators and they have 
evolved elaborate spines both for defence and to act as stilts for locomotion. 

 

   

        Pedicellaria                                       Aritotle Lantern 

Regular echinoids possess large, powerful, and highly complex jaws, known 

as Aristotle's Lanterns, which extend through the mouth to collect food or 

scrape organics from shells or other hard surfaces. The jaws are complex 

beaks with five teeth. These leave a distinctive star-shaped grazing trace called 

Gnathichnus pentax. Isolated echinoid jaw-parts are not uncommon fossils, 

but because they are unfamiliar to most collectors they are either overlooked 

of misidentified. 



Echinoids are armoured with minute defensive spines called pedicellariae. 
These are venomous or possess pincers to deter parasites and clear detritus. 
Pedicellariae are only preserved in exceptional circumstances. 
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