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U3A Port Fairy 

Stuff on the beach: Lamp Shells (Brachiopods) 

John Miller, July 2020 

If you have been walking on Little East Beach between the Battery Point boat launching ramp 

and the Moyne River you may have occasionally noticed a strange looking white shell, about the 

size of your thumbnail, mixed in with the other more common shells. It is a Lamp Shell or 

Brachiopod (pronounced: bracky-o-pod). 

It looks like a small white bivalve but can be recognised by the presence of a hole in the upper, 

and larger of the two shells, which as a result means it resembles an old oil lamp. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brachiopod upper shells    Brachiopod lower shell nestled in the upper shell 

The lower, and smaller, shell hinges on the upper shell and opens up and down like a mouth. 

If you are lucky enough to find a complete shell, you may see the intricate “skeleton” (looking 

like rigid white tape) inside the two shells which supports the animal within the shell. 

The whole animal is supported on a stalk which attaches to any hard surface, in this case 

below, a seaweed holdfast 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Brachiopod internal “skeleton” Brachiopod attached to a seaweed holdfast 
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Brachiopods 

Brachiopods live only in the sea. Most species avoid locations with strong currents or waves, 

and typical sites include rocky overhangs, crevices and caves, steep slopes of continental 

shelves, and in deep ocean floors. However, some articulate species attach to kelp or in 

exceptionally sheltered sites in intertidal zones. 

The only species that I am aware of in Port Fairy, and the one illustrated here, is Magellanica 

flavescens. While it is predominantly white when washed on to the shore you may also see 

tinges of yellow on the shells (flavescens means yellow or golden). 

Brachiopods had their hay-day during the Palaeozoic Era (from about 542 million years ago to 

251 million years ago) and over 30,000 species are recognised from the fossil record. Now, 

however, only around 385 species survive around the world. 

Much is known about them and lots has been written so if you want to know more, check out: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brachiopod 

So, keep your eyes peeled, particularly on Little East Beach and you might find some. 

 

 

 


