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Brachiopods  

One of the chief divisions of invertebrate fossils consists of the 

Brachiopoda. They rank high in terms of usefulness for stratigraphic 

correlation, value for age determination, diversity of morphologic 

features, and richness of materials offered for study of evolution. 

Members of the group are distributed throughout the entire geologic 

column, exclusive of Pre-Cambrian rocks, and especially in some 

Paleozoic and Mesozoic deposits their well-preserved shells are 

extraordinarily abundant. 

Brachiopods are marine invertebrates in which the soft parts are enclosed 

by two deposits of shell, termed valves. Thus, they resemble the bivalve 

mollusks called pelecypods or clams. Brachiopod shells are readily 

distinguished from clams, however, by inequality of the two valves in 

size and shape, and by equilateral symmetry of each valve.  

The name brachiopod (brachio, arm; pod, foot) refers to internal paired 

appendages (brachia or lophophore), which at first were assumed to 

function for locomotion, like the foot of mollusks. 

The brachiopods are chiefly inhabitants of the sha1low sea bottom. 

Except during larval existence, none can swim about, nor in adult life can 

they move from place to place on the sea bottom like many clams. They 

live in fixed position and thus are classed as sessile benthos. They may be 

anchored by a stemlike attachment, termed pedicle, which is pushed 

downward into sediment, as in Lingula (Fig. 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Lingula, a modern inarticulate brachiopod. The thin, partly translucent shell 

has a brownish to greenish color and horny appearance. It consists mainly of calcium 

phosphate but contains some chitin and calcium sulfate. The two similarly shaped and 

nearly equal-sized valves are held together only by muscles.  
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The shells of modern brachiopods range in greatest length or width from 

less than (5 mm.) to slightly, more than (80 mm.). Most fossil forms fall 

within this range, but some adults have a shell less than 1 mm. in 

diameter, and a few attain a width of, approximately 375 mm. (15 in.). 

Two main types are recognized: mostly diminutive forms having valves 

he1d together without hingement (inarticulate, fig 6-1), and small to large 

forms having valves which bear teeth and sockets for articulation along 

edges hinged together (articulate, fig. 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure (2) articulates Brachiopoda 

Orientation and Nomenclature of Valves  

The valve to which the pedicle is attached is termed the pedicle valve and 

that which bears the brachia is known as the brachial valve. The relations 

of these soft parts to the shell are constant, and because of their special 

morphological significance, they are best chosen as the basis of 

nomenclature. The brachial valve occupies a dorsal position of the animal 

and the pedicle valve a ventral position. 

Shell form: Brachiopod shells have diverse shape. The simplest, as 

illustrated by many inarticulates, have valves of subequal convexity and 

subcircular outline. Among articulates especially, distinguished by 

hingement of the valve, several stocks show a tendency to become 

transversely widened so as to develop valves having a semicircular 

outline. The greatest width of the shell may be along the hinge line. Other 

shells become very narrow transversely and longitudinally extended. The 
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length of these shells, which have a very short hinge line, may be two or 

three times the maximum width. 

The shape of shells in longitudinal profile of the valves is important and 

gives a basis for characterization, as illustrated in (Fig. 3). The shape of 

one valve with respect to the other must be taken into account; and by 

convention in nomenclature, the shape term applicable to the brachial 

valve precedes that referring to the pedicle valve. Thus, a concavo-

convex shell, (Fig. 3D), has a concave brachial valve and convex pedicle 

valve. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Diagrams showing characteristic shell form of brachiopods. The drawings 

represent shells sectioned along the longitudinal midline, with pedicle valve (p) below 

and brachial valve (b) above. In some of the diagrams (D—H), the edge of one of the 

valves appears beyond the plane of the median section.  

A, Biconvex shell, brachial valve less convex than pedicle valve (Gypidula).  

B, Biconvex shell, brachial valve more convex than pedicle valve (Atrypa).  

C, Plano-convex shell, brachial valve plane, pedicle valve convex (Hesperortitis).  

D, Concavo-convex shell, brachial valve gently concave, pedicle valve gently convex 

(Rafinesquina).  

E, Concavo-convex shell, like D but valves much more strongly curved 

(Dictyoclostus).  

F, Convexi -concave shell, brachial valve strongly convex, pediclc valve concave 

anteriorly (Heberteiia). 

Classification: 

1- Inarticulata (class), valves unhinged, lacking teeth and sockets, shell 

generally chitinophosphatic. Lower Cambrian—Recent. 

2- Articulata (class), valves hinged, calcareous, generally bearing well-

defined teeth and sockets. Lower Cambrian—Recent. 


