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Subjects: Awl sponge shell, Triphora subulata (Mollusca: Gastropoda: Triphoroidea: Triphoridae). 

 

Subjects identified by: Chan Sow-Yan and Lau Wing Lup. 

 

Location, date and time: Johor Strait, Changi Beach Park; 26 December 2019, around 1730 hrs. 

 

Habitat: Estuarine beach. On the shell of live saddle oysters, in seagrass meadow exposed during evening low tide. 

 

Observer: Lau Wing Lup. 

 

Observation: Two examples of Triphora subulata, about 4 mm in shell height (Fig. 1), were observed crawling on a 

saddle oyster, with one attempting to crawl into an empty barnacle attached to the oyster. 

 

Remarks: Triphora subulata is herein regarded as a new record for Singapore (see Tan & Woo, 2010; Sanpanich & 

Tan, 2016; Chan & Lau, 2019). The Changi specimens appear identical to the lectotype of the species in the Museum 

für Naturkunde, Berlin, Germany, figured in Albano & Bakker (2016). As this species was known only from Western 

Australia (Marshall, 1983), the present record represents an extension of its range.  

 

The specific epithet subulata is from the Latin word subula or awl, which may be referring to its sharply pointed shell. 

Triphora subulata seems to be uncommon, but it could have been overlooked because of its minute size. Additionally, 

it is easily mistaken for the confamilial Coriophora fusca (Fig. 3 left & 4 left) which is a more common species (Chan 

& Lau, 2019; Marshall, 1983), and shares the same micro-habitat. Both species are difficult to distinguish to the 

unaided and untrained eye in the field. Their different shell morphology (see Table 1 and Fig. 3 & 4), however, are 

obvious when viewed under 40 times magnification. Coriophora fusca is widely distributed from Australia to Japan 

(Marshall, 1983). 
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Fig. 1. Triphora subulata - ventral 

(top) & dorsal (bottom) views. Note 

shallow sutures and light grey 

tubercles. Distance between black bars 

= 1 mm. Photograph by Lau Wing Lup 
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Table 1. Comparisons between Coriophora fusca and Triphora subulata based on Marshall (1983). 

 

Species: Coriophora fusca Triphora subulata 

Shell shape: Slightly inflated in the middle, with deep 

sutures. 

Very pointed, slender, with shallow sutures. 

Number of whorls: About 12-14. About 16, gradually increasing in size. 

Tubercles: 3 rows of light brown tubercles per whorl. 

Tubercles in the middle less developed.  

2 rows of light grey tubercles per whorl. 

Shell height: 6-12 mm. Up to 6.5 mm. 

Abundance: Common. Uncommon. 

Shell surface: Eroded, sometimes with apex missing, and 

usually obscured by encrustations.  

Not eroded with minimal encrustations. 

Shell colour: Dark brown with paler brown tubercles. Brown with grey tubercles. 

 

 
Fig. 3. Ventral views of Coriophora fusca (two shells at left) and Triphora subulata (two shells at right). 

 

 
Fig. 4. Dorsal views of Coriophora fusca (two shells at left) and Triphora subulata (two shells at right).  

Spaces between black bars at lower right edge of picture = 1 mm. 

 

Photographs by Lau Wing Lup 

 


