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For	over	250	million	years,	the	conical	shells	of	
hyoliths	littered	the	fossil	record	–	but	at	the	End-
Permian	Mass	Extinction	they	entirely	disappeared.		
In	the	absence	of	living	descendants,	the	identity	of	
these	enigmatic	shells	has	been	a	problem.		
	

Recently,	sites	of	exceptional	fossil	preservation	
have	yielded	partial	impressions	of	the	soft	bodies	of	
these	organisms.		These	insights	point	towards	an	
affinity	with	an	unexpected	group,	the	brachiopods	–	
a	once-dominant	lineage	that	still	survives	today.		
This	new	fossil	evidence	paints	a	new	picture	of	the	
origins	of	the	brachiopod	lineage.		Once	thought	to	
be	ineffective	competitors	that	were	pushed	aside	
when	clams	and	other	bivalved	molluscs	rose	to	
dominance,	the	Cambrian	fossil	record	suggests	that	
brachiopods	–	via	their	hyolith	ancestors	–	evolved	
towards	a	lifestyle	perfectly	attuned	to	nutrient-
starved	Palaeozoic	seas.	The	brachiopods	now	find	
themselves	ideally	suited	to	marginal	environments	
where	they	alone	can	eke	out	a	living.	
	
	


