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The Aquatic Shelled Molluscs of Sri Lanka 

The marine and brackish-water shelled molluscs    

Bivalve Family Identifier  

INTRODUCTION

 Identifying bivalve shells can be difficult 
for the newcomer. The following notes and 
illustrations will help determine the family of an 
unknown specimen. Look for the following: 

1. Shell shape1;  
2. Ornamentation2; 
3. Nature of the hinge3: dentition and 

ligament; 
4. The nature of the pallial line4; 
5. The number and position of the 

adductor muscle scars5; 
6. Colouration and special features. 

1 Described with shell orientated so the hinge is 
uppermost. ‘Umbo’ = the earliest part of the 
shell, usually narrow or pointed, may be in mid-
line or anterior or posterior. Shell may be 
‘compressed’ (flattened) or ‘inflated’ (swollen). 

2 Ornamentation is External sculpture: RADIAL = 
axial ribs (ridges) from umbo to periphery. 
CONCENTRIC = striae (ridges) paralleling the 
margin. 

3 The hinge is the line of articulation of the two 
valves. ‘Dentition’ refers to the teeth radiating 
from the umbo on the inner aspect (cardinal 
teeth) and those along the shell margins 
(anterior and posterior lateral teeth). Other 
arrangements are present and are important in 
assigning to families. The ligament is EXTERNAL, 
always attached behind (posterior to) the umbo, 
or INTERNAL, below (ventral to) the umbo. 

4 The line indicating the attachment of the soft 
tissues on the shell interior, often unbroken 
around the margin. A ‘pallial sinus’ is present in 
some families—an indentation of the pallial line 

posteriorly. 

5 Bivalves may have two adductor 
muscle scars (anterior and posterior) or 
a single scar. Often rounded, sometimes 
pear-shaped or elongated. Other, 
smaller, muscle scars are also present.  

Shapes vary, being circular, oval, 
trigono-ovate, elliptical or elongated, 
the umbo being in front of the midline, 
central or behind the midline. Some are 
rectangular, the umbo being at a corner 
in front or a bit behind. Others have 
weird, irregular shapes, with very long, 
straight hinge margins, the shell                 
     

    being 
expanded ventrally. 

[Illustrations continued on the next page] 
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 Ornamentation may be lacking, 
or consist of radial or concentric 
sculpture. In shells lacking 
sculpture concentric lines may be 
seen corresponding to seasonal 
growth stoppages.

 

 Interior structures are 
important, but may be obscured 
if the shell is weathered, such as 
in a beach-found shell. 

 Cardinal and lateral teeth are 
found in most families, in varying 
combinations of numbers and 

position. Some families have other arrangements and some have no teeth (edentulous), as in oysters.  The 
family of jewel boxes (genus Chama) have sausage-shaped teeth that interlock. 

 Most families have two 
adductor muscle scars, oysters 
and a few others have one, 
usually unpigmented. The 
shapes of the scars are 
sometimes very important.  

 In Chama the pallial line 
is entire, joining the two 
muscle scars; in the venus clam 
there is a pallial sinus, 
indicating a burrowing bivalve. 

 

 

See other pages for more detailed accounts. 

      


