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MUREX SHELLS and COMB SHELLS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MURICIDAE Rafinesque, 1815 

Subfamily MURICINAE Rafinesque, 1815 

Murex shells and comb shells 

 

An extremely large family distributed worldwide, particularly rich in species in the tropics and other warm seas. They 

vary greatly in size and form: ranging from 1 cm to 30 cm in length, and from fairly smooth rounded shells to those with complex 

sculpture that include nodules, ribs, scales, frilled varices and long spines. The siphonal canal may be short or very long, open or 

almost closed. Most are thick-shelled and possess opercula. A periostracum is absent. 

 

The animals live in the intertidal zone as well as in deeper water, on rocks and coral reefs, and on soft substrates like 

sandy, stony and muddy bottoms. They are carnivorous, generally preying on other molluscs, particularly bivalves, and acorn 

barnacles. Some species bore holes through the shell to get at the flesh: a softening secretion is used on the shell and a hole 

rasped using the radula. There are a great many genera and hundreds of species. 

 

 The family is treated in a number of subfamilies, these varying with the author. In this work the Sri Lanka species are 

described under the following subfamilies— Coralliophilinae, Muricinae, Rapaninae and Ergalataxinae. In Muricinae the opercula 

nucleus is subcentral to terminal (near or at the anterior end). Rapaninae possess opercula with lateral nuclei (at the right-hand 

side margin of the external surface).  

(Poutiers, 1998; de Bruyne, 2003) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

List of species 

Subfamily Muricinae 

     1. Chicoreus brunneus (Link, 1807) 
     2. Chicoreus palmarosae (Lamarck, 1822 
    3. Chicoreus ramosus (Linnaeus, 1758)  
     4. Chicoreus saulii (G. B. Sowerby II, 1841) 
    5. Chicoreus torrefactus (G. B. Sowerby II, 1841)  
    6. Chicoreus virgineus (Röding, 1798)  
    7. Haustellum haustellum (Linnaeus, 1758) 
    8. Murex aduncospinosus G. B. Sowerby II, 1841 
    9. Murex pecten Lightfoot, 1786  
 10. Murex ternispina Lamarck, 1822 
 11. Vokesimurex mindanaoensis 
      (G. B. Sowerby II, 1841) 
 
Other species reported from Sri Lanka 
   Nil 
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Muricidae; Muricinae 
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1. Chicoreus brunneus (Link, 1807) Adastus or Burnt murex 
 [Purpura brunneus Link, 1807; Chicoreus adustus (Lamarck, 1822); Murex adustus Lamarck, 1822, 

          Murex brunneus (Link, 1807)] 

 
 Shell squat, heavy, with spire nearly as long as the body whorl and short enclosed siphonal canal. Three strong spinose axial  varices 
per whorl with a single broad axial ridge in between. Well-marked spiral cords covered by spiral threads continue at the varices as thick, 
branched, leaf-like spines, those over the shoulder being the longest. Numerous short spines directed towards the aperture between the 

main spines creates a wide spiny band adjacent to the outer lip. Aperture rounded-ovate with a deep notch at posterior end. Outer lip 
crenulate, without the tooth-like process seen in Murex, the inner lip smooth and almost completely adherent. Anterior siphonal canal short, 
broad, almost closed, slightly recurved distally, the spines of the outer lip varix continuing as an unbroken series to the end. Shell light 

brown, the spiral cords and spines dark-brown to black. Interior white, lips creamy-yellow. Operculum with terminal nucleus.  
 Found on silted rocks. Usually heavily encrusted and silted, much effort needed to remove encrustations. 
 Internet images show a variety of shapes related to length of spines. The NMR image particularly has long, discrete, foliar spines. 

This variation borne out by the two forms in the collection—the commoner form squat with short spines, the other form somewhat slender 
with longer spines and showing more of the pale body colour between the axial ridges. 
      49 to 68 mm in height. 

 Mount Lavinia, Bellangala and other rocky areas off Colombo, usually 3-4 m, on silt-covered rocks, fairly common; Maggona, 
Thudawa bay, fishing trash; Trincomalee, Nilaveli, purchased from vendor, probably acid cleaned, with long, discrete branches. 

- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 88; Abbott, 1994 p. 57; Oliver, 1989 p. 162; Kirtisinghe, 1978 p. 69; Fiene-Severns et al, 1998 p. 30.   

 2. Chicoreus palmarosae (Lamarck, 1822) Rose branch murex 
 [Murex palmarosae Lamarck, 1822; Chicoreus (Triplex) palmarosae (Lamarck, 1822) acceptd alt; Triplex foliates Perry, 1810)]   

 
 Shell large and heavy, elongated, moderate pointed spire, large body whorl, siphon longer than aperture. Three spinose varices per 

whorl, two low axial ridges between, granular spiral threads grouped into strong spiral cords. Four branched spines on each varix, the 

shoulder one wider, stronger and more branched terminally than the three anterior ones; no small intervenient spines. Aperture oval, outer 

lip crenulate with 10 - 12 stout teeth on inner edge, columella smooth, inner lip crenulate, adherent to the body whorl, a wide posterior notch 

with a spiral rib. Siphonal canal long, straight, terminally recurved, narrowly open, two branching spines (three in shells over 10 cm) 

separated by a wide gap from the variceal series. Colour brown, spiral cords a darker brown, edges of lips stained brown, spine branches 

tipped with rose. The degree of rose colour varies. Fresh specimens are often heavily encrusted with epifauna.  

      Largest collected 105 mm high. 

 Colombo, Palagala reef, not uncommon; Maggona, Thudawa Bay, Small Boat Fishery Harbour, fishing trash. 
- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 91; Abbott, 1994 p. 57; Oliver, 1989 p. 160; Kirtisinghe, 1978 p. 69. 

   

3. Chicoreus ramosus (Linnaeus, 1758) Branched, Giant or Ramose murex 
 [Murex ramosus Linnaeus, 1758] 

 
 Shell large, solid and heavy, globose-ovate with a low spire and a wide-open deep umbilicus. Three spinose axial varices with one or two 
low axial ridges between, close-set granulose spiral threads and cords raised irregularly into spiral ribs and riblets giving an uneven and rough 

surface. The axial ridges of unequal size, that to the left being smaller, becoming progressively obsolete in later whorls. On the body whorl the inter-
variceal ridge is a strong tubercle on the shoulder, the secondary ridge being hardly noticeable. The variceal spines, about five with smaller 
intervenient spines between, are short, open, recurved and leaf-like, those on the shoulder longer. Anterior siphonal canal as long as the aperture, 

broad, narrowly open, distally recurved, with two or three spines. Aperture large, broadly oval, a wide notch at the posterior end. Outer lip crenulate 
with a prominent tooth-like process anteriorly, columella smooth, inner lip adherent to the body whorl. Colour white, spiral elements stained rusty-
pink. Interior white, apertural lips pink. Operculum thick and solid, the nucleus anterior.  

      200 mm. 

 Jaffna, Mandaitivu Island, fishing trash, 170, 140 mm; Colombo, Palagala reef, on rocks, heavily eroded with no spines; Kirinda, 
purchased, 210 mm. Very long shoulder spine. Said to be from Kirinda area. Rs. 500/-. 

  (1) Specimens on reefs with large populations of triggerfish have their spines nibbled away by them (Pers. Comm. Cedric Martenstyn). 
The 200 mm specimens from the Colombo reefs (Palagala) are like this. In addition, they are highly eroded and of a brownish colour; however, the 
underside shows the typical rounded aperture with prominent tooth-like process and the pink colouring. 

 (2) Opercula of this species are collected commercially and exported for the manufacture of incense. 

 (3) They appear to be collected for the edible meat for sale locally and export (Mandaitivu). 
- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 93; Kirtisinghe, 1978 p. 70; Oliver, 1989 p. 160. 

 

4. Chicoreus saulii (Sowerby II, 1841) Saul's murex 
 [Murex saulii G. B. Sowerby II, 1841] 

 

 Shell fusiform with tall pointed spire and long siphonal canal. Three varices with slender branched spines per whorl, two axial ridges 

of unequal size between, minutely granular spiral threads grouped into cords. The uppermost spines just above the shoulder, well 

developed and long, the more anterior ones quite short; the axial ridges with tubercles at the shoulder, giving the whorls an angulated 

outline. The siphonal canal much longer than the aperture, slightly curved, moderately broad, narrowly open, distally recurved, four spines 

that continue the outer lip variceal series, the third spine being the longest. Aperture broadly ovate, outer lip crenulate, no tooth-like 

projection, columella smooth, the inner lip margin free of the body whorl, a wide posterior notch with spiral rib. Colour whitish, the spiral 

ornament light brown, sometimes exposing white on the axial ridge crests, variceal spines dark brown. Interior and lips, including the siphon 

lips, white. One specimen collected is darker.     Continued next page 
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   59 x 26.5 mm (ht x w excluding fronds), 54 x 38.5 mm (spine to spine) 

 Maggona, Thudawa SBFH, Fishing trash; Trincomalee, Nilaveli, two shells purchased from vendor. Operculum present in one, so 

likely to be local. 

- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 93; Oliver, 1989 p. 160; Fiene-Severns et al, 1998 p. 30. Abbott & Dance, 1982 p. 136. 

  

5. Chicoreus torrefactus (Sowerby II, 1841) Scorched or Firebrand murex  
 [Murex torrefactus G. B. Sowerby II, 1841; Chicoreus (Triplex) torrefactus (Sowerby, 1841) accepted alt; 

       Chicoreus rubiginosus (Reeve, 1845)] 

 

 Shell moderately large, solid, fusiform in shape with a tall pointed spire and large body whorl. Three spinose axial varices per whorl, 

two axial ridges between them in the upper spire whorls but only a single large tuberculated one in later whorls, nodulose spiral cords with 

fine granular threads in between. The variceal spines short and branched with smaller ones in between. Aperture broadly ovate, outer lip 

crenulate with no tooth-like process, a wide notch at the posterior end, the inner lip smooth, adherent. The siphonal canal moderately long, 

broad, narrowly open, recurved distally, three or four spines separated from the body whorl spines by a spineless space. Colour brown with 

darker brown spiral bands. Interior white, the lips pale yellow. Operculum with terminal nucleus.  

      47 to 100 mm high.   

 Colombo, Palagala (reef), 11-12 m, crab occupied, trapped in a ghost net, 75 mm, 93 mm alive, 100 mm crab occupied, by diving; 

Maggona, Thudawa Bay, fishing trash, 47 x 27.45 mm. Much encrusted. 
- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 91; Abbott, 1994 p. 67; Kirtisinghe, 1978 p. 69; Oliver, 1989 p. 162. 

 

6. Chicoreus virgineus (Röding, 1798) Virgin murex  
 [Purpura virginea Röding, 1798; Chicoreus (Chicoreus) virgineus (Röding, 1798) accepted alt; 

    Murex anguliferus Lamarck, 1822, Murex virgineus (Röding, 1798)] 

 

 Shell with short pointed, turreted, spire, large conical body whorl with wide angular shoulders tapering downwards to the wide 

siphonal canal. Three varices per whorl, spinose to variable degrees; a single axial ridge between, sometimes reduced to a shoulder nodule 

only; spiral threads granulose, thick and thin, surface uneven. Variceal spines up to five, the shoulder spines when present the longest, thin, 

pointed and sharply recurved others much shorter, pointed, straight; or the shoulder spine reduced to a low, blunt tubercle or absent, the 

other spines also absent or the lowermost two only present. All spines open and un-branched except for the shoulder spines that may have 

a few thorns along the edges. Aperture broadly ovate, outer lip crenulate with a tooth-like projection anterior, columella smooth, inner lip 

adherent to the body whorl, a wide notch at the posterior end. Siphonal canal as long as the aperture, wide, narrowly open, d istally 

recurved, two spines separated from the variceal series and longer, always present, even in the absence of variceal spines. Colour dirty 

white to light brownish-pink, interior and columella white, lips white, stained with rose or deep pinkish-orange.  

     82 x 58 mm, 50 x 30 mm (ht x w). 

  Jaffna, Mandaitivu, fishing trash; Mannar Island, Talvupadu, 3 m, on sand bottom, feeding on clams, or in surf with 

burrowing hermit crabs; Kalpitiya, Puttalam lagoon west shore at Kurinjampitiya, fishing trash; Kalpitiya, Anawasala, NARA station beach, 

beached; Jaffna, Mandaitivu, fishing trash. 

- Kirtisinghe, 1978; Eisenberg, 1989 

  

7. Haustellum haustellum (Linnaeus, 1758) Snipe bill murex 
 [Murex haustellum Linnaeus, 1758] 

 
 Shell club-shaped with a globular body, a low turreted spire and a very long, thin, siphonal canal. Three nodular varices per whorl with 

no spines usually, four axial ridges between, the ridges before varices reduced or absent in some, spaced spiral threads and cords; the 

cords raising tubercles where they cross ridges and varices, the shoulder tubercles strong and pointed, the others rounded and low. Usually 

no spines except Maggona collections with small ones. Siphonal canal slender, tubular, tapering, longer than length of aperture and spire, 

sometimes much longer, nearly closed. Aperture oblique, oval the posterior notched. Outer lip crenulate, no tooth-like process, lirate within; 

columella smooth or faintly lirate, inner lip smooth, adherent posteriorly to body whorl, the anterior erect forming a tubular aperture. Colour 

buff with discontinuous cinnamon spiral lines on threads and summits of tubercles. Interior white, columella and lips peach, lirae a darker 

shade. Operculum oval with nucleus subcentral at the right-hand margin.  

     108 x 44; 91 x 35.4; 88 x 38 mm (ht x w) 

 Jaffna, Mandaitivu, fishing trash; Mannar Island, Talvupadu, 3 m, on sand bottom, preying on bivalve or in surf burrowing crab 

occupied; Colombo, Degal Meda (reef), 24 m, sand bottom, live collection by diving; Maggona, Thudawa Bay, fishing trash, with small 

spines; Kalkudah, possibly fishing trash. 

- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 90; Oliver, 1989 p. 158; Kirtisinghe, 1978 p. 68. 

 

8. Murex aduncospinosus Sowerby II, 1841  Common spiny murex 
 [Murex (Murex) aduncospinosus G. B. Sowerby II, 1841; 

     Murex ternispina var. aduncospinosus G. B. Sowerby II, 1841] 

 
 Shell club-shaped, the body whorl large and globular with a moderate spire, the siphonal canal long, almost closed. Three varices on 

each whorl with 4 to 5 low axial ridges in between crossed by spiral cords and threads, the intersections nodulose. The cords, and the 

thicker threads, are prolonged into spines at the varices, the lip varix bearing the strongest spines. In this species the sp iral elements may 

dominate, the axial ridges being low, or both may be strong giving a cancellate appearance. The aperture is ovate, the outer lip thin, backed 

by a varix, the edge crenulated, a tooth-like projection anteriorly. The columella is smooth, the inner lip adherent to the body whorl 

posteriorly, the anterior edge free. The varices on the body whorl each bear three long spines, that on the shoulder being the longest and 
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thickest, all curving towards the apex. Several smaller intervenient spines are present, larger ones slightly deviated towards the aperture 

and very small ones nearly at a right angle to the main spines. The long siphonal canal bears three sets of 5 to 6 slender straight spines and 

1 - 3 small intervenient spines that are deviated towards the aperture. The spines occupy almost the entire length of the siphonal canal, the 

main spines decreasing in length evenly from the body whorl to the end of the siphonal canal. The spines are all closed and solid.  

 Shell dirty white (Pesalai), creamy beige to purplish, with or without russet spiral dashes (Kalpitiya), creamy beige with sp iral dashes 

of russet on the cords between the axial ridges (Colombo and Kirinda), honey coloured (Maggona); the interior white or with variable russet 

to almost blackish staining that imparts a darker, purplish, hue to the exterior; russet spots on the edge of the outer lip in some represent the 

interior colour of the spines that are now closed, exposing only the russet margin.   

     100 x 36 mm (ht x w excluding spines); 110, 76, 59 mm high.  

 Jaffna, Mandaitivu, fishing trash; Mannar Island, Pesalai, 3 m, sand bottom, on bivalves, probably preying on them; Kalpitiya, 
Puttalam lagoon, western shore, fishing trash; Colombo, empty shell found while diving; Colombo, seaward of Palagala (reef), fishing trash 
from bottom-set crab net; Maggona, Thudawa Bay, fishing trash; Kirinda, purchased from a shell craft vendor. 

 This species was reported by Kirtisinghe, 1978 as Murex ternispina Lamarck and in the 2012 checklist as Murex tribulus Linnaeus, 
1758, both mis-identifications. 

- Eisenberg, 1989 p.94 (tribulus & ternispina); Oliver, 1989 p. 156 (tribulus); Kirtisinghe, 1978 p.68 (M. ternispina); Eddie Hardy (M. (M) 

tribulus ternispina Lamarck, 1822. 

9. Murex pecten Lightfoot, 1786 Venus comb; Thorny or Spiny woodcock 
 [Aranea gracilis Perry, 1810; Aranea triremis Perry, 1811; Haustellum nobile Schumacher, 1817; 

   Murex tenuispina Lamarck, 1822] 

 

 Shell club-shaped, the body whorl large and globular with a moderate spire, the siphonal canal long. Three varices on each whorl with 

strong nodulose spiral cords and threads ending at the varices as numerous spines, the lip varix bearing the strongest spines . In this 

species the spiral elements dominate, inter-variceal axial ridges being much reduced. The aperture is ovate, the outer lip thin, backed by a 

varix, the edge crenulated, a tooth-like projection anteriorly. The columella is smooth, the inner lip adherent to the body whorl posteriorly, 

the anterior edge free. The varices on the body whorl each bear many spines. The numerous large spines are on the same plane, those on 

the shoulder being the longest and thickest, all curving towards the apex, the shoulder spines particularly being inclined towards the apex. 

In between the large spines are a few tiny intervenient spines that are deviated towards the aperture. The long siphonal canal is tubular, 

almost closed, bearing three sets of 9 – 12 long primary spines, their tips curved towards the aperture and diminishing in size anteriorly, 

forming a leaf-like shape in outline with short, slender, needle-like intervenient secondary spines deviated 90° to one side. The spines 

extend over three-fourths of the length of the canal, the anterior one-fourth being bare. All spines are closed and solid. Shell coloured beige 

with variable darker honey-coloured spiral banding. The interior white to cream, some with russet streaks or clouding and russet spots along 

the edge of the outer lip.  

    134 x 42.5; 107 x 31 mm (ht x w excluding spines)  

 Maggona, Thudawa bay, fishing trash, many shells; Kirinda, purchased; Kalkudah beach, likely fishing trash; Trincomalee, Cod bay, 
Mud Cove, fishing trash. 

- Eisenberg, 1989 p.92; Abbott, 1994 p. 56; Oliver, 1989 p.156; Sabelli, 1979 #276; Poutiers, 1998 p. 563. 

 

10. Murex ternispina Lamarck, 1822 Black-spined murex 
 [Murex (Murex) ternispina Lamarck, 1822 accepted, alt, Murex nigrispinosus Reeve, 1845] 
 

 Shell club-shaped, the body whorl large and globular with a moderate spire, the siphonal canal long, almost closed. Three varices on 

each whorl with 3 to 5 low axial ridges in between, crossed by spiral cords and threads, the intersections coarsely nodulose.  The cords, and the 

thicker threads, are prolonged into spines at the varices, the lip varix bearing the strongest spines. In this species the ax ial ridges are quite 

prominent. The aperture is ovate, the outer lip thin, backed by a varix, the edge crenulated, a tooth-like projection anteriorly. The columella is 

smooth, the inner lip adherent to the body whorl posteriorly, the anterior edge free. The varices on the body whorl each bear three long spines, 

those on the shoulder being the longest and thickest, all directed towards the apex. Smaller intervenient spines are deviated towards the 

aperture. The spines are all closed and solid. The long siphonal canal bears three sets of 5 to 6 spines that are long and th ick, and curve 

towards the aperture, with no intervenient spines. These occupy almost the entire length of the siphonal canal, the four closest to the body 

whorl being almost the same length and extending well beyond the level of the outer lip, the terminal ones shorter. Shell creamy-white to beige, 

the larger spine tips purplish-grey, interior white, russet spots on the edge of the outer lip.  

     108 x 38 mm (ht x w, excluding spines).  

 Maggona, Thudawa bay, fishing trash; Gandara, Naotunne South shell shop, purchased; Kalkudah, probably fishing trash. 

 

 Differs from the other Murex species in having a single row of spines along the siphon. That is, no deviated intervenient spines between 
the spines of the siphonal canal, although these are present on the body whorl. 

 Based on collections by the author. At first identified as Murex (Murex) troscheli Lischke, 1868 based on images in a number of books, 
later corrected to Murex ternispina Lamarck, 1822 under which name it was included in the 2012 checklist. This is not the species reported by 
Kirtisinghe under the same name. It is less common than M. aduncospinosus.  

- Eisenberg, 1989 p. 94; Abbott, 1994 p. 56; Oliver, 1989 p. 156; Poutiers, 1998 p. 564. 
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11. Vokesimurex mindanaoensis (Sowerby II, 1841) Mindanao murex 
 [Murex mindanaoensis G. B. Sowerby II, 1841; Haustellum mindanaoensis (G. B. Sowerby II, 1841),   

 Murex serratospinosus Dunker, 1883] 
 

 Shell club-shaped with long siphonal canal. Body whorl inflated with moderate conical spire, shoulder rounded, apex pointed. Suture 

constricted. Three strong varices per whorl, aligned to those above. Four to six axial ribs between varices, all crossed by fine, prominent lines with 
granules over the ribs. Very short open (hollow) spines on shoulder and a few obsolete spines lower down, two to three similar spines at base of 
siphonal canal. Siphonal canal almost closed, bent. Aperture oval. Outer lip crenulate with lirate interior, columella smooth, inner lip free and erect 

except where attached to the body whorl at its posterior extremity. Biscuit coloured, some of the spiral lines cinnamon, grouped to form three bands, 
the highest just below the shoulder. Interior white.  
     71+ x 31 mm, canal tip damaged. 

 Galle, beached. Coll. Eshan Fernando 

- Eddie Hardy (accessed 6.5.2010); Eisenberg, 1989 p. 72; Oliver, 1989 p. 158; Abbott, 1994 p. 56 - all as Murex. 
 

 Hardy and Eisenberg, 1989 give the distribution as between S. Japan, Australia (Queensland) and Philippine Islands. Abbott, 1994 does 
not give a specific distribution. All three state "uncommon". Abbott gives habitat as "Offshore in deep water."  Maximum leng th is given as 50, 80 
and 100 mm. The specimen in the collection is 71 mm with a broken canal tip: so this is a mature specimen of a good size. The picture pages of the 

Natural History Museum Rotterdam (NMR) has an image of a specimen from Tamil Nadu, India. There is a similar-looking shell V. malabaricus, also  
from India, in the NMR pages and accepted in MolluscaBase(2019)/WoRMS 
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