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MARGINELLAS and HARP SHELLS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MARGINELLIDAE   J. Fleming, 1828 

Marginellas, margin shells, gem shells 

 
Shell small, ovate, glossy, and colourful, with smooth, rounded whorls. Spire low or flattened. Aperture narrow, outer 

lip usually thickened, with fine teeth or lirae. The columella has three to six folds, often strong. An operculum is absent. The 

spire and posterior areas may be calloused. 

In life the mantle covers nearly the whole shell. They are active carnivores, found in sand and coral habitats, mostly 

intertidal or shallow water. Hundreds of species described, sub-tropical to tropical, mostly in West African waters. 

(de Bruyne, 2003 p. 165; Eisenberg, 1998 p. 192) 

 

HARPIDAE Bronn, 1840   

Harp shells 

 

Shell with a low spire, large body whorl and large aperture. Whorls rounded. A distinct siphonal notch at the anterior 

end. Rounded, folded or sharp axial ribs ending in spines at the posterior end. Found on sandy substrates, all tropical and 

subtropical seas, from shallow to deep water. Usually buried in sand in the daytime, emerging after dark to forage. Carnivorous, 

preying on small crabs and shrimps, trapped by the foot. Has the ability to amputate the posterior part of the foot as a defence 

mechanism to escape predators – similar to lizards and squirrels, which have the ability to shed their tails for a similar purpose. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

List of species 

   Family:  Marginellidae J. Fleming, 1828 
    1. Volvarina angustata (G. B. Sowerby II, 1846) 
     
Other species reported from Sri Lanka 
   Marginella piperata Hinds, 1844 
     - de Silva, 2006, as Marginella strigata 

 
   Family: Harpidae Bronn, 1849 

    1. Harpa davidis Röding, 1798 
    2. Harpa harpa (Linnaeus, 1758) 
    3. Harpa major Röding, 1798 
 
Other species reported from Sri Lanka 
   1. Harpa armouretta Röding, 1798 
   - Kirtisinghe, 1978 
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Marginellidae   J. Fleming, 1828 

 

1. Volvarina angustata (Sowerby, 1846) Narrow marginella 

 [Marginella angustata G. B. Sowerby II, 1846] 

  Subfamily Marginellinae 

 

 Shell oval with narrower anterior and rounded posterior, spire hardly raised. Aperture a narrow slit, outer lip thickened, three strong 

columellar folds anteriorly. Glossy throughout, collection from Kalpitiya with callus apex to anterior along outer lip.  Exterior brown, 

crisscrossed by white axial and spiral lines. Interior white.  

     13.5 x 8.2 mm; 13 x 7 mm; 12.65 x 7.68 mm 

 

 Jaffna, Kachchativu Is., beached, weathered. Collected by Devaka Weerakoon & Arjan Rajasuriya, 2015; Silavaturai, Doric beach, 

beached, scored and pitted; Kalpitiya, undefined mangrove locality (?), beached, weathered, 38 shells, mostly with callus along outer lip, 

collected by A. C.M. Niyas; No find data, good condition, glossy, olivaceous, Navodith Fernando collection. 

 

 

   

 
  

 

 

Harpidae Bronn, 1840   

 

1. Harpa davidis Röding, 1798  Madras harp, David’s harp 
 [Harpa nablium Mörch, 1852] 

 Subfamily Harpinae 

 
 Moderate spire, expanded body whorl. About 20 narrow, rather sharp ribs with blunt spines at the posterior ends, the interspaces 

between them wide. Single, well-spaced brown lines cross the ribs. Columella and parietal callous dark brown, divided by a wedge-shaped 

pale band, a small brown mark on the anterior columella. Said to grow up to 9 cm. 

      42 x 30 mm (ht x w).  

 No find data. 

 Note: This is a young shell. Differs from others in having single, spaced, brown lines crossing the ribs.  

2. Harpa harpa (Linnaeus, 1758)  True harp, noble harp, common harp 

 [Buccinum harpa Linnaeus, 1758; Harpa nobilis Lamarck, 1822] 

 (Kirtisinghe, 1978: H. major is described and figured under the name H. harpa) 

 Subfamily Harpinae 

 Shell slender with moderate spire. About 13 folded axial ribs. Ribs crossed by fine dark brown lines in groups enclosing yellow-brown 

or grey-brown areas. In between the ribs are axial zigzag lines. Columella & parietal callous with three brown blotches: anterior and middle 

ones well defined, the posterior diffuse. The lip interior border is white with brownish blotches marginally corresponding to the external 

pattern. Aperture interior blushed with gold.  

     57 x 35 mm (ht x w). 

  

 Kalkudah, fishing trash; Trincomalee, Dutch Bay, 3 m, crab occupied, by diving. 

 Note: This species may be confused with H. armouretta, which is even more slender and has only two brown blotches on the columella - in 

the middle and anteriorly, the posterior part being free of callus and showing the body colour and pattern.  

 

3. Harpa major Röding, 1798 Major harp, swollen harp 

 [Harpa conoidalis Lamarck, 1822, Harpa major major Röding, 1798 accepted, alt., Harpa ventricosa Lamarck, 1801] 

 Subfamily Harpinae 

 Shell large, inflated, moderate to low spire. About 11 to 16 (commonly 11) wide, folded ribs with blunt spines at the posterior ends, 

crossed by pinkish-brown bands. Parietal callous and posterior columella chocolate brown divided by a cream wedge. Inner margin of lip 

has interrupted red-brown patches corresponding to the darker exterior bands. Interior clouded with golden-brown.  

     80 x 54 mm; 77 x 53 mm; 59 x 37.5 mm (ht x w). 

 Colombo, Diyambin Gala, 14 m, sand bottom, live collection; Maggona, Thudawa Bay SBFH, fishing trash, small shell; Kirinda, 

purchased, a large well-coloured shell; Kalkuda/Kalmunai, fishing trash, many large shells. 
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