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Which crinoid? Brief thoughts on a field guide 
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DONOVAN, S.K. (2012). Which crinoid? Brief thoughts on a field guide. Proceedings of the Shropshire 
Geological Society, 17, 1–3. In introducing the concept of a crinoid in the Society’s field guide to Wenlock Edge, 
the illustration chosen is doubly unfortunate. It is too well preserved to represent the specimens likely to be found 
by the nascent collector and represents a species that is not yet known from the area. A future guide could more 
constructively illustrate a species typical of Wenlock Edge, perhaps Crotalocrinites verucosus (Schlotheim). 
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INTRODUCTION 
Somehow, on recent visits to Much Wenlock in 
2008 and 2009, the author had failed to notice the 
Society’s guide to the Wenlock Edge Geotrail 
(Shropshire Geological Society, 2007). It wasn’t 
until December 2011 that he discovered and 
bought the guide in Wenlock Books. In only eight 
pages the Society has packed much information 
about Wenlock Edge and Shropshire, which is to 
be applauded. There is only one thing that made 
the author stop and stare, and is the reason for this 
brief communication. It is the illustration of a 
crinoid associated with the guide to Edgefield 
Quarry. 

CRINOIDS OF WENLOCK EDGE 
The guide correctly states: “Crinoids or sea-lilies 
(animals despite their name) usually disintegrate 
on death into the separate crystals of calcite or into 
pencil-like sections of stem and arms which make 
up their skeletons”. The author has no quarrel with 
this statement, although arms are almost invariably 
preserved as individual plates (=brachials) on 
Wenlock Edge. But the author thinks the 
accompanying illustration of a complete crinoid 
crown and proximal column is misleading, and is 
certainly not adequately explained by the text 
quoted above (although he recognises that space 
was limited). 

The illustration and species are both familiar to 
the author, being redrawn from Anon (1964, pl. 
23, fig. 3) and showing the Wenlock flexible 
crinoid Sagenocrinites expansus (Phillips, 1839). 
The specimen is beautifully preserved, but even 
the most dedicated, diligent and experienced 

collector is unlikely to find such a fine specimen 
on Wenlock Edge; such preservation is typical of 
Dudley (see below). Further, he is unaware that S. 
expansus has ever been collected from Wenlock 
Edge (Donovan et al., 2010, p. 117). 

It is a little unfair to criticize the guide for this 
one erroneous illustration, but it is less fair to show 
the nascent collector a fossil that isn’t known from 
the area and is unlikely to be so well preserved 
even if it was. Well-preserved crinoids (and other 
echinoderms) from the Much Wenlock Limestone 
Formation do not come from Wenlock Edge, but 
from the Wren’s Nest area of Dudley, 
Worcestershire (field guides include Hardie, 1971; 
Cutler et al., 1990; Siveter, 2000). This could have 
been confirmed by the illustrator, as all the 
beautiful Silurian crinoids in Anon (1964) are from 
Dudley. Only a few crinoids from Wenlock Edge 
have been identified to genus or species and they 
are rarely well-preserved (see discussion in 
Donovan & Lewis, 2008). 

As the author explained earlier (Donovan, 
2009), there is a preservational gradient in the 
Much Wenlock Limestone Formation from 
Dudley to Wenlock Edge that is demonstrated by 
the crinoids, in particular. The Wren’s Nest area of 
Dudley is recognised internationally as an 
‘Echinodermen-lagerstätte’ or echinoderm ‘mother 
lode’. It is without doubt the most productive 
echinoderm site in the Lower Palaeozoic of the 
British Isles. It has yielded over 60 species of 
crinoids (Donovan et al., 2008a, 2009, 2010, in 
press) based variously on complete specimens, and 
well preserved cups and crowns. The many 
beautiful specimens that grace the collections of 
museums worldwide were collected when the 
quarries at Dudley were in operation, but complete 
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specimens are still being found from these rocks, 
albeit less frequently. 

In contrast, disarticulated crinoid plates 
(=ossicles), mainly derived from the stem and 
arms, but also including rare roots and plates of the 
cup, are common on Wenlock Edge. (Of course, 
they can also be found at the Wren’s Nest, in 
addition to the more complete specimens.) Of the 
few nominal taxa from this area, most of the recent 
finds have been made by identifying distinctive 
fragmentary material. These have included 
columnals and pluricolumnals of Myelodactylus 
ammonis (Bather, 1893) (Donovan & Sevastopulo, 
1989), and brachials of Gissocrinuis and 
calceocrinids (Donovan et al., 2008b; Donovan & 
Lewis, 2010). The way forward for crinoid studies 
on Wenlock Edge is to pursue and document other 
identifiable fragments, while trusting that the rare, 
more complete specimens will be recognised every 
so often. 

A TYPICAL CRINOID FROM WENLOCK 
EDGE 

If the Society chooses to produce a revised guide 
after the present one has sold out, it should 
carefully consider what should replace S. expansus 
as an illustration of a typical crinoid from Wenlock 
Edge. Columnals and brachials set the pulses 
racing of but few (the author is one of them, he 
admits!), so something prominent, easily 
identifiable and collectable is needed. Of the few 
potential candidates, the author considers the most 
logical choice to be the cladid crinoid 
Crotalocrinites verucosus (Schlotheim, 1820) 
(Figure 1). This beautiful crinoid is known from 
many localities in the Wenlock of the Welsh 
Borderlands and, of course, from Dudley 
(Donovan et al., 2010, p. 70). This is because the 
plates of the cup, particularly the basals, are large 
with a distinctive sculpture and are easily 
identified; they may be locally common on 
Wenlock Edge. If the Society is looking for a 
suitable line drawing of this species, then the 
author recommends that of Phillips (1839, pl. 18, 
fig. 1; Figure 2 herein). This illustration is out of 
copyright so it can be used freely by the Society. It 
shows an admittedly slightly battered cup that 
emphasises the distinctive sculpture while, 
perhaps, subliminally informing the collector not 
to expect museum-quality specimens. 

 
Figure 1. Crotalocrinites verucosus (Schlotheim, 1820) (after 
Donovan et al., 2010, pl. 16, figs 2b, c), the Natural History 
Museum, London, specimen registration number E5605. A 
cup. (A) Lateral view. (B) Basal view. Scale bar represent 10 
mm. Specimen whitened with ammonium chloride. 

 
Figure 2. Crotalocrinites verucosus (Schlotheim, 1820) (after 
Phillips, 1839, pl. 18, fig. 1). Cup in lateral view. Presumed 
scale x1.6. 
 

A suitable caption which would fit into the 
space in the present guide might read as follows: 

 
“Crinoids or sea lilies are like a stalked, sessile 
starfish, to which they are closely related. The 
Wenlock crinoid Crotalocrinites verucosus is 
commonly found, not as a globular cup, but as 
disarticulated polygonal plates. But most 
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crinoid remains are fragments of the stem and 
arms.” 
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